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There is a sense in which the ministry of the Christian 
Church always implies change because the church is to be 
an agency of grace in the world, bringing the good news 
of God to all people. 

Thus it is the mission of the church to help persons be 
born again, to find new life, to live without fear of to­
morrow, to bring to people the peace and joy which passes 
all understanding. As the Bible say·s, ''The fruit of the 
Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.'' 

Jesus Christ didn't care very much about whether or not 
a person said that he or she was born again, or save�or 
what words a person used to describe his or her religious 
experience,- but was concerned with the way in which we 
live out our faith. Over and over again� Jesus Christ 

said, ''You will know them by their fruits.'' And he w·ent 
on to say, ''Not everyone who says to me, Lord, Lord, shall 
enter the Kingdom of Heaven, but he or she who does the 
will of my Father who is in heaven. ft 

In other words, we Christians are to be different. In 
what ways different? Again, listen to what Jesus Christ 
had to say: ''You have heard that it was said, you shall 
love your neighbor and hate your enern.y. But I say to 
you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute 
you . . .  for if you love those who love you, what reward 
have you? Anyone can do that. You therefore must be 
perfect, as your lleavenly Father is perfect.'' Tha.t' s being 
different from the way in �1hich human beings usuaJ .. ly behave 
in the world. 

As Christian congregations we are to carry on this ministry 
in this world. To do so e;f'fectively, we hctve to answering 
questions which people are asking. We have to be aware of 
what is going on in the cul·ture. Jesus tells us to be 
viwise a�s serpents.'' This does not mean that we change 
the content of the Gospel entrusted to us, but that the 
emphasis may change, or the way in which the Gospel is 
presented may cha.nge. 

L, How then can we characterize our time so that the good 
news the church offers can be heard and received? And 



then more spectfi.calJ_y ·, how does t�ts ef feet the ministry 
of J?t:rst�Plymouth church? "Wha.t wre we to emphasize in 
this year of 1978, and the years following? 

2. 

Dr. Martin Marty, Professor of Church History at the 
University of Chicago Divinity School, describes the brief 
period of history in which we are now living as a ''settled­
down'' time. He uses this description because as we all 
know we have recently come out of a much more unsettled 
period. Within the 15 year period just past, we were in­
vo].ved in the Viet Nam war, there was campus unrest, Presi­
dent Kennedy was killed, Robert Kennedy was murdered, 
the civil rights movement was active, Martin Luther King, 
Jr. was shot, there was economic recession and then 
vJatergate. 

Vast changes have occurred in the last 15 years. And these 
changes still affect us. In the nation's capital, m.ore 
conceptions are terminated by abortion than by birth; and 
in Ca1i£ornia, more men and women live together unmarri�d 
than married. Eastern and African religions for the first 
tim.e became serious options for millions of Americans. 

�fuat did not occur in this unsettling time just past was 
violent revolution, drastic political change or funda­
mental cultural or religious reworking. And so we are 
now in a more s·ettled-down time. How long this will last, 
no one knows. Predictions about the future are very 
difficult if not impossible. We need always to allow for 
surprises, for the unexpected. 

President Sadat's visit to Jerusalem some weeks ago is a 
good. example of the unexpected. Not one expert among the 
many in government and the news media publicly predicted 
the Sadat visit. It was a total surprise when it happened .. 
But so have been a number of other momentous events in our 
lifetime. 

The Nazi-Soviet Pact before the second world war, the at­
tack on Pearl Harbor, the excommunication of Tito, the 
invasion of South Korea, Kruschev's de-Stalinization 
speech, the Sino-Soviet feud, the Middle-East wars of 
1967, and 1973, the American pilgrim.ages to China, and 
more--all came as almost total surprises. We human beings 
are simply not much good in foreteJ_ling the future. 
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it is that the future will be full of surprises and will 
outwit all our present certitudes. We cannot overlook 
the role of initiative, accident, chance, of wisdom and 
of stupidity too, in the unfolding of history.'' (P.,.rthur 
Schlesinger Jr.) 

3. 

The failure of prophecy is surely one of the reasons why 
many .Americans do not take the energy problem very seriously. 
In 1914, the Bureau of Mines forecast a total future pro­
duction of 5.7 million barrels of oil. In 1939, the Depart­
ment of the Interior said the United States would be out 
of eil in 13 years. 

oil 

On the other hand one recalls the confident futurologists 
in the early 1960's who managed to chart the rest of the 
century at enormous length without ever seeing energy 
shortage as a problem, promising us a surprise-free econo­
my, vastly increased leisure and next-day mail delivery 
everywhere in the country. 

In the field of religion we were told that Black religion 
was going to change everything. But the old-style black 
churches outlasted the innovators. Eastern religion, we 

�, were told,would turn everything around in America. But to­
day the eastern religion devotees are back to button-down 
corporate existence, leaving their Zen to their moon­
lighting hours. Even Hare Krishna devotees put on business 
suits and wigs for their airport contacts and we are not 
saved. 

So maybe we are entering a more settled-down time because 
of mere exhaustion and disillusionment with recent promises 
of new utopias, messiahs, gurus, panaceas and thera.pi.es. 
Public suspicion is growing and will continue to grow. 

Thus I believe the time has come when we Christians and. 
the congregations we are a part of wj_ll have to work 
patiently and diligently and faithfully in this settled­
down period. And that's not easy. Slow, painstaking, 
diligent,faithful work never is. Gimmicks, slang words 
and phrases, and easy simple answers are always more 
attractive. This is true not only in religion but in 
all areas of life. But emotional ''highs'' always come to 
an end, and then comes the need for faithful work, for 
commitment, for follow through: 



4. 

Being born again, aec.e.pting Cl:i-xt$·t as 0ne ts- personal 
' 

�ay:j;::o�, j otning the church, whate·ver term we use to des-
cribe our '�high" in religious experience, is only the 
first and beginning step and often the easiest one. Tt's 
the follow-through that's_ difficult. Living out one's 
faith, day after day, week after week, year after year, 
being faithful at worship and prayer, paying one's pledge, 
that's the difficult part. 

Living with peaks and valleys is exciting, but living on 
the plateau is not so easy. In marriage, for example, it's 
oft�en the settled-down period that takes strength_ and 
commitment. In a church like this one, it's easy to at­
tract a large over-flow crowd on Christmas Eve or Easter, 
but to have faithful worshippers Sunday after Sunday after 
Sunday, that's a different story. 

We are at a time in this church and in this country which 
calls for the faithful and disciplined practice of our 
£aith, £or growth in depth� without always looking for 

new emotiona.l highs or fads. We've becpme a nation of 
faddism in almost all endeavors. Want to lose weight? 
Try this crash diet! You can do it in three week.s. But 
then most people give up and get fat again. Few �rant to 
work a.t the disciplined art of watching one's weight, 
year after year and thus taking care of the body. Why 
not simply eat less food and better quality each meal 
over the years. 

So it is that I believe that in churches like this one, 
it's time for the longer deeper aspects- of the faith; 
time to wrestle with some of the basic questions about 
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the cross of Jesus Christ and our day to day behavior; 
time to wrestle with meaning and eternity. It's time 
to be serious about faithfulness in marriage, keeping our 
commitments, honesty in our day to day dealings; -time for 
loving our enemies. 

The kicks and highs of the Jesus and spirit-movements 
have perhaps been good compensations for the over-progammed 
and under-experienced church, but some day people have 
to come back to basic faithfulness in everyday living. 

We in the practice of our Christian faith need to be like 
some of the very fa.ithful research scientists. Here's and 
example. 



In October 197.7, tlie ·untve::r9ity of Cn:Lcago granted an 
"ftono·):'ary degree to a French scientist. He wa.nts to be 
of help in. curing what ails the pituitary gla11d by means 
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of addressing the special hypothalamic portal venous system, 
a cause that necessitated his identifying infinitesimal 
amounts of neurohumors. It became obvious that immense 
amounts of tissue would be required to isolate and then 
identify these chemicals. 

This scientist established an organization for the collec­
tion of fresh brains for this purpose. In the first few 
years, over five million sheep brains were collected. His 
laboratory extracted more than 50 tons of hypothalamic 
tissue and in 1968, succeeded in isolating one milligram 
of a simple peptide of the s�rt he needed. Clinical 
endoctrinologists have employed it to learn much about 
the physologic control of the pituitary and thyroid glands. 
Slow, painstaking work and aevotion and zeal were given 
to this inquiry. Such faithfulness puts to shame our often 
quick and easy packaged anxwers to deep questions or our 

sporadic attempts at prayer. It also puts to shame our 
mere experimentalism and frantic search for novelty. 

In churches like First-Plymouth and in the individual lives 
of our members who claim. to know Christ and in tl1e lives 
of those who are still seeking to know Christ, it's time 
again for the longer, deeper sear½h. It's time for us 
in small groups to listen to each other and the HOly 
Spirit; to learn from each other and support each· other; 
to pray together and get into deep discussions about our 
doubts and our faith, and how to live it day after day 
on the plateaus of life as well as on the peaks. It's 
time for all of us to make faithful regular attendance 
at worship a integral part of our lives and the lives of 
our children. 

Thus the Boards of Deacons and Deaconesses and we on 
the staff are proposing that early in this year of 1978, 

a number of small groups be called together. Each group 
formed will strive to have witm.in it, a d.iversity of age, 
interests and backgrounds, married a.nd single, young and 
old, some members who have recently joined this congre­
gation and som.e who have been members for a longer period 
of time. Each group will meet about six times, perhaps 
twice a month in the homes of its members. 



In these small groups, we will seek together to ask and 
search for answers to some of the most important questions 
in life. We will seek to deepen our faith and our commit­
ment so that we can_ kno'\v more fully the joy that com.es 
from being a follower of Jesus Christ. 

I invite you, the members and friends of this congregation 
to join with me in 1978 and in the years following, to 
build not only a stronger foundation for our individual 
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and family lives, but a stronger foundation for this congre­
gation and for society as a whole. 

Will Durant, one of our nation's great historians has said 
over and over again that the decline of religious belief 
has seriously undermined the social order. I am calling 
upon you to help reverse that decline, not with a super­
ficial hollow faith, but with a faithful steady commit­
ment. Amen. 


