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“Facing an Uncertain Future”
Jeremiah 29:11 June 16, 2019

When I was in elementary school, as the academic year 
neared its conclusion, my mind would turn with anticipation 
to the best parts of summer vacation. There were of course 
trips to see family in the slow-paced farmland of Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania. There were the basketball camps, 
4-H clubs, and Camp Grier, the wonderful Presbyterian 
summer camp in Old Fort, North Carolina. And then 
there were the many lazy mornings that stretched into the 
afternoon, the endless hours of free time to explore the 
woods surrounding our house or hiding out in our never-
quite-finished clubhouse. But more than anything else 
I looked forward to Wednesday mornings and a weekly 
program at church that we called, affectionately, F.I.T.S. The 
acronym stood for Fun in the Son, the final word a clever 
pun linking the S-O-N of God to the hot summer S-U-N. 
All my friends would go, so it was a weekly opportunity to 
check in and enjoy competitive games of jump the creek, 
freeze tag, and water balloon toss.

Each week we would also study a passage of scripture; our 
assignment was to memorize those verses, which would be 
our ticket to the annual pool party on the fourth of July. I 
cannot say that this is where my love of scripture was born, 
but thanks to this valuable incentive, I did learn a number 
of passages that I can still recite from memory.

As we begin the summer together here at Second, we’re 
going to focus on some memory verses, some scriptures to 
know by heart. There is not a pool party hanging in the 
balance at the end of the series, but I want to invite you 
to spend some time committing these passages to memory 
anyway. You might find it helpful or even transformative to 
have these scriptures tucked away.

The first passage is a single verse of scripture. Listen for 
God’s word from the 29th chapter of Jeremiah, 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. This is the word of the Lord. 

It is also a summary of what it means to live by faith: God 
has a plan for you. It is a plan that will bless you. It is a plan 

for a hopeful future. Simple words of faith that we all need to 
hear. Assurance that we are not alone. The promise that God 
is in control and, because of that, a hopeful future lies ahead.

These are powerful words in any context, for anyone facing 
an uncertain future. For those who have recently graduated 
and look to the future with anxious energy. For those who 
are still grieving the loss of a loved one, a relationship, a job, 
a confidence in the future. For those who worry over their 
own aging body and mind and wonder what hope means in 
this stage of life. For those who pray that the future will be 
bright for their children and grandchildren, and wonder if 
our best days are behind us. Jeremiah’s words voice a promise 
that reaches all of us where we are in this very moment.

But this single verse also has its own context, and I 
think that is what makes these words even more powerful. 
Jeremiah’s life and prophetic career coincided with the 
greatest crisis in the history of his people. He lived through 
the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem and the beginning 
of exile in Babylon. Imagine these words spoken in that 
context. God’s people have suffered physical, emotional, 
and spiritual loss. They have begun to wonder if the God 
they worshipped in Jerusalem has abandoned them forever. 
Their future as a people, which was once so secure, is now 
entirely uncertain.

The promise Jeremiah offers to the exiles is this: even 
now, even though you cannot see it or even believe it, God 
is making plans for a hopeful future. The call is to live into 
that promise when you cannot touch it, trusting that with 
God there is always hope so long as there is a future. The 
Apostle Paul says only faith, hope, and love will endure. 
Hope is durable in a way optimism can never be. And it 
must be. When the conditions of our lives challenge us it is 
easy to give up, to isolate ourselves from God and each other 
when we need both the most. So often we enter a kind of 
self-imposed exile that separates us from our source of hope.

Jeremiah was not a person of Pollyanna optimism and pie 
in the sky hope. Early in life, he had been called by God to 
“Pluck up…pull down… destroy… overthrow…build…and 
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plant.” He has seen the betrayal of his people, the injustice 
of his nation, the failure of his leaders, and the judgment of 
God. He is hardened by experience as he sits down to write 
a letter to the exiles. And yet, he has been given a vision of 
hope by God. He has been shown the future that is coming. 
He will not live to see the fulfillment of his prophecy, but he 
cannot keep from sharing the hope that he has been given. 
He is overcome not by cheery optimism but by the power 
of divine hope. And he must speak this truth.

In pastoral ministry, I have encountered and walked 
alongside many good and faithful people who have fallen 
victim to exile. They are trapped by what they always 
thought mattered. They have succeeded in every way 
except in finding true meaning. They need a word of hope 
that comes from a place of profound depth. Perhaps that is 
where you find yourself this morning. If so, I believe that 
this memory verse is for you.

In 1944, C.S. Lewis was invited by the Oxford Socratic 
Club to give a lecture on the question, “Is Theology 
Poetry?” Lewis took the opportunity to brilliantly describe 
the exquisite artistic value of theology, concluding with this 
powerful and instructive line: “I believe in Christianity as I 
believe the sun has risen, not only because I see it but because 
by it I see everything else.”i  That is how hope functions. In 
its light, we can see everything else more clearly. Like most 
virtues, hope is cultivated over time and with practice. We 
choose hope in the face of fear and uncertainty. We lean 
into hope when all else is spiraling out of control. We trust a 
future we cannot see because we believe in a God who holds 
that future securely. 

Last year, David Bartlett, gifted preacher and scholar, one 
of my most treasured mentors and beloved professors, died 
after suffering a stroke. David’s son Jonah shared a note that 
David’s father, himself a pastor, wrote to his newborn son 
when he was ten days old. These words, written in 1941, 
astound and challenge me: 

“It is not a very easy or carefree generation into which you 
have come, David. Though all men in every country hate 
war and fear it, we are still killing each other as though there 
were nothing else to do. Hatreds we had not dreamed of 
have overrun us like floods. But, son, you must not run away 
from these things. You must do something about these. 
The Bible says of your namesake, ‘And David, when he had 
served his generation fell on sleep’. We pray that you, too, 
may serve your generation. For when you do, son, you will 
discover the greatest truth that there is in this world. You 

will learn the wondrous fact that God is here and because of 
that, all life has dignity and wonder and meaning. You will 
find that His presence in this world into which you have 
just come will put a song and a lantern in your heart.” 

I want to say one more word about this memory verse 
from the prophet Jeremiah, “Surely I know the plans I have 
for you…” The “you” in that verse is plural—it refers to the 
community of faith living in exile. If Jeremiah had been 
writing these words to southern Christians, he would have 
written, “I know the plans I have for all y’all.” God’s future 
of hope is a promise made to all of us. God’s plan for each of 
us is to live our faith in the midst of community; it is in the 
presence of others that we find our hope.

Next Sunday, we will ordain and install new elders to 
leadership positions in our church. In the coming months, 
the session will begin to pray and dream and share priorities 
and vision for the next chapter of this church’s sacred story. 
We will seek the guidance of the Spirit and the boldness to 
step forward in hope. We do this out of the deep conviction 
that the God who has led us to this place does not intend 
to leave us here. We remember with gratitude where we 
have been and we reaffirm our commitment to a hope-filled 
future for this congregation. Filled with hope, we invest in 
that future. 

Two summers ago, our family was in north Georgia for 
a long hike with some old friends. One of those friends is 
eighty-two years old and made his way through mountain 
laurel and muddy hills with great finesse. Later, he was 
telling me about his other hobby—chopping fallen trees 
into firewood. The man has enough wood saved for at least 
a dozen winters and keeps chopping. That’s optimism. His 
wife told him they’ll never live long enough to use all that 
wood. “She’s probably right,” the man said, “but I know it 
will keep somebody warm.” That’s hope.

Hope. Trust in God’s positive and providential plan. A 
fierce and courageous expectation that all shall be well. A 
commitment to live faithfully into an unknown future. 

Hope. It has been, is, and will always be the key to this 
congregation’s growth and vitality. We share it with the city 
and the world. God has a big vision for us—a future filled 
with hope. Remember those words. Let’s chop some wood. 
Amen.

____________________________________________
i C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory, HarperCollins, 1976. p. 140.


