
 
 

  

 
 
Sermon for Sunday, October 20, 2019 
 

REMEMBER WELL THE FUTURE 
 

Phyllis did not much like me. I was too young, and she simply did not want a female 
pastor. But eventually we established an unspoken truce. As I got to know Phyllis’s story, my 
regard for her grew and grew. In many ways, she was a female version of the biblical Job. Her 
oldest son was in prison, having been convicted of second-degree murder after a drunken bar 
room brawl.  In our first year in that congregation, Phyllis’ husband died from rapid onset 
cancer. And then two years later, Phyllis’ younger son froze to death one cold winter night, after 
passing out in the dark. How does one soul endure such tragedy – over and over and over again? 
And yet Phyllis kept coming to Bible Study. She sang in the choir each week. And she was 
indispensable in keeping the Women’s Association going. 

Finally, one day, I asked Phyllis how she did it. What gave her the strength to absorb 
such tremendous loss – to keep on trucking through the wilderness of her soul? She thought a 
moment – and then she said, “Every night before I go to sleep, I lift it all up to God. I just lift up 
my troubles, and let God carry my sadness and my grief. God has gotten me through before – 
and God will get me through again. Finally, I can go to sleep – and when I wake up the next 
morning, I am ready to start all over again.” 

Like the Israelites in today’s passage from Isaiah, Phyllis was in exile – the glory days of 
her life as a mother and a wife were behind her – and she was wandering through the desert of 
life as a lonely, aging woman. And yet, somehow, she hoped that something new – and maybe 
even something good was ahead of her. Why? Because she simply trusted that her dependable 
God would make a way where there was no way - giving water in the wilderness and rivers in 
the deserts of her heart. And in her darkest moments – helped by the comfort of her church 
family and the resiliency of her own faith story – she heard God whispering: “Do not remember 
the former things, or consider the things of old. I am about to do a new thing; now it springs 
forth, do you not perceive it?” 

Isaiah’s words today are some of the loveliest words in scripture. But, also, the most 
confusing. In this passage, the prophet initially instructs the Israelites to remember the things of 
the past – to remember the glory days of the exodus – when God broke down the barriers of 
slavery and led the chosen people through the Red Sea into freedom. Yes, God reminds the 
exiles in Isaiah’s day that in the past, a new way was provided when there seemed to be no way 
forward.  

But then, in a strange twist, after demanding that they remember their glorious past, our 
strange God reverses direction. Instead, God says: “Do not remember the former things, or 
consider the things of old.” In other words, remember that God is God. God is in charge, and 
God has your back. But don’t get stuck in ancient patterns or rituals or nostalgia. You see, God 
does not change. BUT the way God works DOES change. So, heads up! Stop remembering! 
Look for the new thing God is doing – the new way that God is calling you forward. Yes, 
remember well – but only so you can move forward.. 



 
 

The contemporary Protestant Church in America is in exile. The glory days of the mid-
20th century are over – those post World War II years, when families poured in the front doors, 
and our church school classrooms were full. Ah, yes, those were the good old days when it was 
socially advantageous to go to church, those wonderful years when Sunday morning and 
Wednesday night simply belonged to the church.  

Just this last week, I read an article that summarizes this shift. Church going is no longer 
a social norm. Instead it is a countercultural choice – and for young families to choose church on 
a Sunday morning is very, very hard. Dual careers, traveling soccer teams, over-programmed 
children, and church schedules based on old patterns – all of these factors make it hard for the 
best- intentioned parents to get their children to church each week. And, as one of our young 
families recently expressed, it is particularly hard here - when the Ladue Chapel culture expects 
that we all get dressed up.  

Well, this article I read, basically suggests that we can no longer place old expectations 
on today’s young adults and families. And we better get used to worship attendance patterns 
changing. For many, once a month is replacing once a week as the norm. 

In the Community Conversations that many of you have or will be attending, this tension 
between remembering the past – and then forgetting the past for the sake of the future – this 
tension has created some courageous and hopeful dialogue. The PNC Survey which 319 of you 
completed in August produced mixed results. Now, there is always the temptation to reject the 
summary because we mistrust the data or the method of the survey. But, my friends, data is only 
an invitation to talk, and to dream. 

In comparison to thousands of other Protestant congregations, the survey results suggest 
that Ladue Chapel is a “settled” congregation. What does that mean? It means that overall 
satisfaction is average – and the level of energy is low. The areas of high satisfaction on the 
survey were clear – strong, inspiring music, excellent adult education, a well-designed program 
to welcome visitors and new members, high levels of commitment to mission, a healthy diversity 
of theological perspectives, a well maintained building, a generous endowment and a strong staff 
team.  

But the survey also pointed out areas of concern – significant barriers to the freedom and 
growth that healthy congregations need in today’s changing world. Though satisfaction with 
music was at 85%, the satisfaction measure of meaningful and inspiring worship was at 32% - a 
strange dichotomy for sure. Which may explain why overall worship attendance on Sunday 
mornings has declined 33% in the last three years.  

Perhaps the most concerning survey result was the spiritual vitality index – a 
measurement of how central faith is in our daily lives. Spiritual vitality is low at 31%, while only 
one in five of survey respondents think that Ladue Chapel is friendly, or exhibits an atmosphere 
of care. 

Now the individual comments that are floating around the edges of our life together are 
not statistically significant, but they do lift up some of the tension between remembering the 
things of the past – and perceiving the new thing God may be trying to do at Ladue Chapel. Very 
few of our younger members even answered the questionnaire, but they are engaged in 
conversation. Which is a good thing – since the participation in Church School and worship 
among our children has been low this fall.  

As a sidebar, the top priority for the future of Ladue Chapel, indicated by the majority of 
the survey respondents, is attracting new members and young families. Well, listen up. One 
suggestion that is floating around is having children’s church school at the same time as one of 



 
 

the morning services. But wait. What does that do to the timing or the content of both services – 
and what does that do to Adult Education? These are very good questions. And so, a 
representative focus group is being formed to brainstorm possibilities – even as many voices are 
making clear that you want things to stay exactly the way they are now. 

I imagine that our God – a God who stays the same but also changes – must be smiling 
down upon us – reminding us to remember the past, but not worship the past – yes, inviting us to  
perceive the new thing that God is doing – already making a way where there seems to be no 
way. 

Our gospel text for this morning takes the words of Isaiah about remembering and not 
remembering, and takes things a step further. Jesus lifts up two very homey images to make his 
point. If you have an old pair of jeans with a hole in it, and you try to patch the hole with new 
cloth, disaster awaits. Because when you wash those old jeans, the new patch will shrink – and 
the jeans will rip again. You might as well just buy some new jeans. In other words, if we try to 
solve new problems in church life with old, we’ve-always-done -it-that-way solutions, those 
problems may just get worse.   

Or consider wine. In Jesus’ day, wine was stored in animal skins. And the older the 
wineskin, the stiffer it became. So, if new wine was poured into old wineskins, the organic 
energy of the fresh wine might well burst the skin – and spill the whole mess on the ground. 
Instead, Jesus says, new wine – new hope – new growth and joy and passion – must be kept fresh 
in new wineskins – flexible, elastic new wineskins, that can expand and bubble with new life. 

I am sure the leaders of the synagogue did not like all these challenging words from Jesus 
– words that threatened their traditions and their rituals and their comfort levels. And you may 
not like them either. After all, change is hard. And nostalgia and memory feel good. But, my 
friend, both of our texts for today demand change – not for the sake of change, but so that God 
can live in the midst of the new thing God is already doing. 

The new thing that God is dreaming up for Ladue Chapel is still unclear – and it may not 
be clear for some time to come. It is only when all of you work together to perceive it – listening 
to those who may have different needs and visions than you do – it is only when all of you create 
together some new flexible wineskins to complement the rich old wineskins that WILL remain – 
yes, it is only when you joyfully trust that God is giving you drink in the wilderness of these 
transitional times – it is only then that remembering well will lead you energetically forward into 
a new and bold future. 

 
May it be so. Amen. 
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