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Jeremiah 29
4 The Lord, the God of Israel, proclaims to all the exiles I have carried off from
Jerusalem to Babylon: 5 Build houses and settle down; cultivate gardens and eat what
they produce. 6 Get married and have children; then help your sons find spouses and
your daughters find partners in order that they too may have children. Increase in
number there so that you don’t dwindle away. 7 Promote the welfare of the city where I
have sent you. Pray to the Lord for it, because your future depends on its welfare.

Becoming the Heartbeat: Rockville Campus

For many of us, today may feel like a homecoming. In my own mind I was
thinking of the song “Homecoming”. As I walked in the doors I thought: “I’m going home
again.” Our Rockville campus homecoming is a moment in time today where we gather
together to see old familiar friends and church family members who’ve been spread out
due to a global pandemic and renovations to our sacred space. Today is also a moment
to celebrate the blood, sweat and tears put into restoring this space into a rescuitated
spiritual space. And quite seriously, I want to thank Jerry, Cheryl, Cheryl, Ed, John,
Marv, Brad, Linda and so many more who clocked in the hours to clean or transform this
space that we’ll continue to work on these next six months.

But back to homecomings: Have you ever been to a homecoming game or a
homecoming weekend? You chat to old acquaintances or roommates like it was just
yesterday. You walk the old halls and think of memories. For a few hours we get to do
the important psychological function of remembering and reflecting. We get to live in the
past for even just a little bit of time and it can be so lovely.

But here’s one of the flaws of a homecoming event or weekend: it’s about the
return to the way things were and it’s about only seeing people you already know. It’s
about getting lost in a space or time that has passed by. Nostalgia is great if we learn
from it: it can be crippling if we live in it. Can we live in a homecoming forever or in a
groundhog’s day sort of world of repetition and the past? How many of you would like to
wear your letterman’s jersey every day? Would any of us trade our houses to go back to
live in a dormitory or take the hot, un-air conditioned school bus to work every day?
Homecomings are about recall and memory, but are meant to also be moments that
spur us on to rekindle our action and life. Our worshipping space homecoming this
morning is not about living in the past: it’s about embracing the future like the Israelites
did in the book of Jeremiah.
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In the reading from Jeremiah 29 today, we hear about Israelites who were stolen
from their native land, who were forced to walk 5000 kilometers to a distinctly different
cultural land, and who now have to rebuild. Their temple, unlike ours around us, was
wiped out and razed; their life was defined by the trauma that we have not been forced
to undergo. Their lives were flipped upside down. And yet, God’s commandment to
them is not to run away back to Israel or to become enemies of their community. God’s
vision of subversion is to change the world around them through gardening, through
intermarriage and relationships, and through promoting the welfare of their city. God’s
message to the church then and now is to become the neighborhood’s heartbeat and to
join their community for the betterment of the city. Instead of our traditional church
model of saying people need the church, the math problem of faith is that church people
need to love and work with people outside of their faith. Like our intern Matt said a few
weeks ago at our other Campus and on our livestream: those who consider themselves
the 99 found sheep must work day and night to love the lost sheep outside of our
spaces. We are not called to be stagnant and living in the past but to make something
new that reaches our neighbors.

Again, God’s instructions are not that Israel should be pure and separate,
perhaps holier than thou. God’s commands are to intermingle by marrying people from
Israel into Babylonian families. God tells us through the prophet that we are to increase
their blended families within the community - not to live seperate from it or to judge
Babylonians. God says we need to work alongside and to share in cultures different
from ourselves. We aren’t supposed to do the minimum outreach and to expect people
to walk into this Temple. God’s vision for a holy life is to live in and with the community.
To invest in the neighborhood and world around us; not to wait for them to show up on
our terms. And one way we do this is through Ray’s Place, which a few of us have
gotten involved with. And what’s amazing to me is that we are reaching families every
Tuesday night who need God’s love in the betterment of our own city and township. At
Ray’s place we have volunteers who are from our other campus who are so excited
about reaching out to neighbors; we even have about 3 volunteers who do not attend
our church who are so passionate about what we’re doing with kids reading programs,
that they give up their time. We are able to give out garden vegetables to these families
in our program and we get to just have fun with bike rides in our neighborhood. We
have a Scout through the bike program who is making a bike repair stand for Ray’s
Place; he doesn’t go here but he sees the church promoting the betterment of the city in
this tool stand at Ray’s. Do we want to live in the past, or do you want to join in the
amazing and fruitful work of planting gardens, being in relationships with our neighbors,
and bettering the place our temple and church building is rooted? I can’t do it myself - a
young pastor with a manbun can’t do it all. But a church who cares about promoting the
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welfare of the city, or as we say, having a heartbeat for the neighborhood, can meet
God’s vision.

There’s been a recent push in pop-culture to focus less on who we think we are
or who we were. There’s a new idea developing called: becoming. Indeed the memoir
Becoming Michelle Obama is about how Michelle became who she is and is still
becoming Michelle Obama. That is to say, we are stuck in who we were or are;
everything in our history and our future are becoming who we are. Unlike who we are -
which is a way of staying stagnant - we are meant to be becoming. It’s thoughtful and
long-term; it’s about using the past to forge ahead to make changes and to take
calculated risks. Ancient Israel wasn’t living in the past where things were familiar; they
didn’t have a homecoming mindset. They forged ahead to better the welfare of their city:
they were becoming God’s faithful people in a new space and time. What we are doing
with Ray’s Place was not a coin toss, but arose out of what we heard people were
longing for in the area; it’s about becoming a hub of and with our local community. But
who are you becoming? Are we looking for church to be a homecoming or is it a chance
for us to become a community of faith with a heartbeat for the neighborhood?

We haven’t arrived. We are becoming. As Paul Nixon, a church planting
specialist says (2021 p.22), we are not just a worship service: we are becoming a
worshipping community. We do not just do one thing; we are called to become a
community of faith in curious and new ways throughout the week. God doesn’t want us
to be a service, God wants us to be a community of faith. Even in the space around us,
the sanctuary renovations we get to enjoy are not the end-all-be-all. We haven’t arrived
- we are Becoming a heartbeat for the community. We are becoming like the Israelites in
Jeremiah 29: people who love God by promoting the welfare of the city. If we move out
of this morning in a mindset of caring for our neighbors and city, instead of living in
nostalgia, we can start becoming the heartbeat for the neighborhood and region.


