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Trust In the Promise 
 
Let us pray… 
 
I almost quit seminary.  I was halfway through the four year program.  Maybe part of the 
problem was I’d just been in school so long:  I’m what’s sometimes referred to as a 
“pipeline” – I went straight from high school to college to seminary.  I was tired of sitting 
in classrooms and writing papers.  But more than that, I was struggling with the 
institutional church.  Church history classes will do that to you.  It wasn’t that I was 
hearing about things like the Crusades and justification of slavery for the first time.   But 
how could I study the minute texts used to justify homophobia or analyze the affects of 
patriarchy on our culture and feel like the church was a force for good?  It wasn’t God, 
or even the teachings of Jesus that I struggled with, it was what people – men, 
specifically – had created and used to abuse others that disturbed me.  If I added “Rev.” 
in front of my name and got business cards that said “pastor”, wouldn’t I be justifying the 
violence done by that institution, like it or not? 
 
So I went job hunting.  I hedged my bets:  I didn’t drop out of seminary, but I was 
prepared to.  I interviewed for, and was offered, case manager positions at human 
service organizations.  But did I take those?  No.  I took a job in insurance. 
 
I was going to be the assistant to the president of an insurance company in Newton.  I’d 
been putting myself through college and seminary as an admin, so I had some 
experience.  But the president was particularly thrilled with my seminary background.  
He gave me quite the recruitment speech.  He was a leader in his Methodist church, 
and he saw what he was doing as ministry.  If I came to work with him, I would be 
helping people in direct and concrete ways. 
 
Somehow I bought that, or maybe some part of me wanted to be as far from the fluffy 
world of seminary as I could get.  And I completely believe there is an opportunity for 
ministry in every job, including insurance.  But I only lasted three days.  For three days I 
learned about processing insurance claims and managing the president’s priorities.  
And for three days I felt nauseous.  Now, in retrospect, I know the first few days in any 
job usually bring on nausea.  But I’m grateful that the feeling of nausea was strong 
enough to convince me that I had made a mistake.  If I was wrestling with the 
institutional church, maybe the institution of insurance wasn’t the most appropriate 
alternative. 
 
I went back to seminary.  It wasn’t that I was convinced the institutional church was 
okay, quite the opposite.  But, practically, I’d finish my M.Div. and see what came next.  
And along the way, I’d see if it was possible to be in the institutional church, without 
being of the institutional church.  Could I be part of movements to change the church 
from the inside out?  Could I be a different sort of pastor than what I was seeing in 
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seminary, those folks who admitted the church had killed their faith but they still needed 
their pension?  Could I have a ministry that was more about God and less about 
church? 
 
I’ve been a pastor now for 19 years (which is really weird considering that I’m just 25 
years old – in my head).  19 years later I don’t know how well I’ve done with those goals 
about challenging and changing the institution from the inside out.  If challenging the 
church means sitting in the back at certain boring denominational meetings and keeping 
a sarcastic running commentary with like-minded colleagues, I’ve been very successful.  
But in the last two decades the church certainly has changed – mostly because it’s had 
to.  Participation in a faith community has gone way down, the church’s relevance is in 
question, new generations are creating church in new ways – I see online articles every 
day debating the institution of church.  And yet I am going to stand in front of you today 
and give you a case for the institutional church.  Believe me, no one is more surprised 
than I am.   
 
First, let’s go back to the scripture passage for this morning, from the Hebrew prophet 
Jeremiah.  The Jewish people had been conquered by the Babylonians in 587 BCE.  
Many of them had been forcibly and violently exiled into Babylon, to be cheap labor for 
that empire.  The Israelites thought they’d be in exile for maybe 10 or 20 years.  But 
now the exile generation is dying out; the people who were very young children at the 
time of exile are now getting older, and new generations have been born in exile. 
 
Exile is going on and on, but the prophets and teachers promise that the people of 
Israel will be returning to Jerusalem, the Promised Land.  At some point, maybe after 70 
years or so.  The people don’t know what to do meanwhile:  should they keep all of their 
traditions and languages and practices intact, resisting any interaction with the 
Babylonians, or should they completely assimilate in Babylon, or something in 
between? 
 
In this morning’s scripture reading, God speaks through the prophet:  “Hey, live a full life 
in Babylon.  Get married – you can even marry Babylonians.  Build houses, have jobs, 
get invested in the city where you live.  But – “ God continues, “I do have a plan for you, 
so when these 70 years are over I will come and get you and take you back to the 
Promised Land.  Because I have a plan for you, and I promise you a future with hope.”  
God has plans for the Israelites, and wants the people to believe in the promise of that 
future, even as they live, fully, today. 
 
This quote, “For surely I know the plans I have for you… to give you a future with hope” 
is the scripture theme for the 2015 UCC stewardship materials; it’s on the front of your 
bulletin.  Now, at UCCB, we practice “year round generosity”:  all year round we talk 
about the gifts God has given us and the ways in which the spiritual practice of 
generosity blesses us.  But once a year we focus on generosity for several weeks in a 
row, “generosity season”, as we each reflect on the faith promise we’re going to  
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make to the church for the year ahead; i.e., what amount of money we are going to 
pledge to give to the church in 2016. 
 
In the next couple of weeks, you are going to get, delivered directly to your email inbox, 
pledge materials for 2016.  (Those of you who receive the Vestry News by postal mail 
will get your pledge materials the same way.)  We’ll be celebrating our financial 
commitments on Nov. 22, the day after the Merrie Christmas Fair.  Between now and 
then, aspects of worship and newsletters and even the Fair itself will help us think about 
the impact this church has on us and on the world. 
 
Now, some of you are having the same sinking feeling I got this past week when I 
turned on the radio and discovered that National Public Radio was in the middle of its 
fall fund drive.  “Oh no”, you’re saying to yourself, “She’s talking about money”.  You’re 
right, I am.  Now, if this is your first time with us today, or you’re relatively new here, you 
might thing this reflection has nothing to say to you.  But chances are, especially if 
you’re looking for a new church or returning to church after time away, you have also 
questioned the validity of the institutional church.  So maybe this sermon is particularly 
relevant to you.  If not, I trust you’ll be fed by the music, or by coffee hour.  At any rate, 
there are some major differences between this sermon and NPR’s fund drive.  For one 
thing, I’m not going to say the same thing over and over until you can say the words 
along with me:  “Just take out that pen and write a check to United Church of Christ, 
Boxborough, that’s UCCB, so that we can keep bringing you the church you need.  You 
know you’re going to do it anyway, just write that check to UCCB so we can get back to 
our regular programming”.  The other difference between the public radio fund drive and 
generosity season is that we’re not going to pre-empt the prayer, the choir anthem, and 
coffee hour.   
 
Although perhaps we should.  For talking about generosity, preaching about money, is, 
in my opinion, a necessary and compelling challenge.  Because money is a powerful 
force in our lives, and has an impact on almost every aspect of our existence.  Many of 
us spend hours every day at a job so that we can make money.  Hopefully we also love 
our work – even in insurance – and it makes a positive difference in the world, but our 
paycheck is still the most motivating reason for getting to work on time.  Even those of 
us who do not work for financial compensation can’t forget about money, as we assess 
the strength of our pension or take our kids shopping for school clothes.  Money has a 
direct impact on our food, our shelter, our education.  Add to that the research indicating 
that money is the single greatest source of marital conflict, and financial trouble is the 
most common cause of individual anxiety.  How could we avoid lifting up such a 
foundational issue in worship? 
 
But it’s pretty tricky when the person standing in front of you encouraging you to give 
more money to the church budget also happens to represent the largest line items in 
that budget.  It might not be quite as bad as Creflo Dollar, the Atlanta televangelist who, 
last March, asked each of his congregants to give $300 to upgrade his jet.  (By the way, 
I checked, and “Dollar” is the pastor’s real last name.)  But it still feels rather self-serving 
for me to preach to you about sharing your money with the church.   



 4 

Here I am, solidly ingrained with the institution of the church.  Our family mortgage is 
dependent upon my paycheck.  I’ve got a pension.  When I get a merit increase, I feel 
grateful and appreciated.  My life is interwoven with the institutional church.  And here I 
am, about to encourage you to increase your giving to that institution.  With three 
stories.   
 
Women from the Boxborough church have been going on annual retreats for decades 
now.  They get out of town for two nights, worship together, reflect on a theme through 
discussions and exercises.  There is food, laughter, a walk in the woods.  Do your 
financial gifts to the church help with this retreat, which costs about $5,000?  Yes.  
There is $300 in the budget so that a deposit can hold the dates at the retreat center.  
Everything else is paid for by the participants, including scholarships for those who can’t 
afford it.  I’m pretty sure they could cover that $300 deposit as well, if need be. I went 
this year, but as a participant, not as a leader; my greatest contribution was probably 
during the Apples to Apples tournament.  So your pledge dollars have no impact on the 
retreat.  The 25 women who went on that retreat could go even if the church stopped 
existing tomorrow, right? 
 
But would they?  Without a newsletter to advertise the retreat, an administrative 
assistant to organize the fees, announcements in worship, and the networking that 
uncovers awesome retreat leaders year after year?  It all could be done without the 
church, but here we have connections and resources and processes that make it all 
easier, which makes it all possible.  It’s the institutional structure of the church that 
makes the women’s retreat happen.  And, it’s possible that the connection to the 
institutional church is why the event becomes a “retreat” rather than a “girl’s weekend”; 
the connection to the church deepens the focus and meaning of the retreat. 
 
Next week our worship service will lift up the stories from our first adult mission trip, 
which took place this past summer.  I wasn’t there, no paid staff were, but from the little 
I’ve heard, the connection and transformation that took place during that week in Maine 
is amazing.  Like the Women’s Retreat, people paid their own way.  It was organized 
without much help from the pastor.  This could have been a Meet Up Group, themed 
“Make a Difference”; it didn’t need to be a bunch of people from the same church.  But it 
was.  Would that particular group of people ever have found each other, with all their 
different experiences and perspectives?  And, as I think you’ll hear next week, their 
different experiences and perspectives is part of what made that week so powerful.  
That group found each other because they happen to be in the same place at 9:30 am 
on Sunday mornings.  They advertised in the Flash and had planning meetings at the 
church.  Would the trip have happened without the institutional church?  Probably not.  
The institutional church was a catalyst for that week of transformation. 
 
One more.  A few weeks ago we raised about $750 for Syrian Refugees.  It was a 
special collection; it didn’t come out of the budget at all.  I don’t know about you but I 
kept hearing the terrible news and just didn’t know what to do.  The Missions Team 
agreed we should take a collection and send it to our denomination, which was already 
working with partners in Syria.  Again, the connection to your pledge dollars was 
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minimal. A small portion of the dollars we send to the denomination so they can have 
international connections.  Admin. time processing the check.  About $40 worth of my 
time to do some research, and internet research is probably not how you imagined your 
pastor spending her time.  But because of those very institutional components of the 
church, $750 was sent to refugees.  We all could have sent the donation on our own: 
done the research, mailed the check.  The institutional church made it easier; that might 
mean it made it possible.  Through the institutional church, we discovered and lived out 
a shared purpose. 
 
I’m still pretty ambivalent about the institutional church.  But there are so many more 
stories I could tell you about how structure and process and critical mass have made a 
difference in the world, in our local community, and in individual lives.  Obviously, the 
institution should serve the people, should serve the ministry, should serve God, and 
not the other way around.  But if institutions can be systems of greed and corruption and 
abuse, they can also be vehicles for hope and compassion and transformation. 
 
There are lots of wonderful things that are made possible by our pledge dollars; 
weddings and funerals and worship music and a clean building and the choir and 
childcare and pastoral counseling and Confirmation.  But you know about those things.  
You give to support those things.  But if you’re like me, you might struggle with your 
support of the institutional church.  Who wants to pay for electricity and software and 
copy paper and toilet paper?  But what if electricity means adult mission trips and 
software means help for refugees and copy paper means a women’s retreat?  And toilet 
paper means none of us have to rush home on Sunday mornings, so we have time to 
connect with each other?   
 
In our scripture reading this morning, God tells the Israelites, “I have plans for you, to 
give you a future with hope.”  You know what that sounds like to me?  A long range 
plan.  God said to the Israelites, keep doing what you’re doing, you’ve got to marry and 
work and celebrate and live.  But meanwhile, know that there is also something we’re 
aiming for, and we’re working on getting you there.  I’m planning, says God, for the 
Promised Land. 
 
God is not the only one who is planning.  There is, perhaps, nothing more institutional 
than a church council.  You’re church council is a dynamic bunch.  They are working on 
updating all our policies and supporting fundraisers and improving communication 
among ministry teams and evaluating staff.  But they are also planning.  For the future.  
For God’s future, for UCCB.  This group is pushing themselves and each other to think 
about the strengths of this church and how those strengths might best be put to use in 
the world.  All signs say that this church is an outlier:  we are healthy, growing and 
financially stable.  And your council, rather than saying, “Phew, we can relax a bit” has 
said “Well then, we better go deeper.”  In the year ahead, with research, conversation 
and practices, they want to figure out how we can go deeper as a truly welcoming 
presence in our corner of the world.  These plans might impact our buildings, our 
worship, our mission, our budget.  They’ve just started thinking about this, so stay 
tuned, as we will all be involved in this planning.  But as I hear them talk about what 



 6 

might come, I see their ability to use the gifts of the institutional church for maximum 
impact.  At this past Thursday’s Council meeting, I heard them describe it in three ways: 
- Here, we are relational; in a world where “Facetime” is an app, we actually gather in 
the same place.   
- And the church is an institution that is “people powered”; everybody – everybody – 
has blessings to share that, when we combine them, bring compassion to the world. 
- Finally, we are more than one little church.  What we do here unlocks more 
intentionality within each of us, to live meaningful lives, and the actions we take as a 
result send ripples out into the world. 
 
God says to us, like God said to the Israelites in exile:  Keep doing what you’re doing.  
Mission trips, retreats, spiritual nurture, special music.  All of it is important and needed 
and beautiful.  But – God says to us – I’ve got a dream for you as well.  A “promised 
land” of justice, peace and compassion that you can create in your own community of 
radical welcome, a “promised land” that will, in turn, create a future of hope for the 
world.  It will take time, and work, and creativity, God says, to get to that promised land.  
But trust me, God says, and we’ll get there.  Amen. 
 


