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Ma ybe you ’ve h ea rd of it !  It ’s ca lled “Pay It Forw ard ” a n d bes ides bein g th e t it le of a m ovie wh ich 
came out a couple of years ago, it’s a profound idea which says that in GRATITUDE for all the blessings of 
life…in THANKSGIVING  for  gift s  s u ch  a s :   fa m ily…h om e…ch u rch …com m u n ity…fr ien ds …food to 
ea t…cloth es  to wea r…a ir to b rea th e…wa ter to d r in k…bles s in gs both m a ter ia l AND s p ir itu a l -- in oth er 
words , in GRATITUDE a n d THANKSGIVING for th e bou n ty of b les s in gs th a t h a ve com e from ou r Hea ven ly 
Fa th er , we n eed to pa s s th os e b les s in gs ON to fu tu re gen era t ion s s o th a t th ey TOO ca n kn ow th e 
blessings of life…the blessings that come from the God from whom ALL blessings flow.  

Now, when you stop and think about it, it goes without saying that ALL of us “build on foundations 
we d id n ot la y;  d r in k from wells we d id n ot d ig; ea t from h a rves ts we d id n ot s ow.”  It is th e fa ith fu ln es s 
a n d th e fores igh t of PREVIOUS GENERATIONS th a t h a ve la id th os e fou n da t ion s …du g th os e wells …a n d 
sowed those seeds which we now enjoy.  THEIR FAITHFULNESS s u s ta in s a n d en r ich es US TODAY.  And 
we a re gra tefu l…profou n d ly gra tefu l.  Mu ch of wh o I a m toda y h a s com e, in la rge pa r t , beca u s e it h a s 
been pa s s ed ON to m e by th os e wh o h a ve com e BEFORE m e a n d wh os e fa ith fu ln es s h a s s u s ta in ed m e in 
m y gen era t ion s .  My pa ren ts …m y gra n dpa ren ts …m y tea ch ers …m y ch u rch …m y com m u n ity – th ey h a ve 
ALL p la yed a vita lly im por ta n t role in pa s s in g th e b les s in gs of life a lon g to m e.  I h a ve BUILT on th em , 
YES!  It is t ru e.  I h a ve ta ken wh a t I received a n d DEVELOPED it , n o dou b t .  An d you h a ve too!  Bu t it 
wa s th a t LEGACY th a t wa s given to m e by th os e wh o ca m e before m e a n d loved m e a n d ca red en ou gh 
a bou t m e to pa s s th eir b les s in gs a lon g to m e th a t h a s m a de m e m u ch of wh o a n d wh a t I a m toda y.  An d I 
am GRATEFUL…grateful to THEM…and grateful to GOD.    

Bu t h ere’s th e qu es t ion .  How do I EXPRESS th a t gra t itu de?  How do I s a y “Th a n k You !” to m y 
pa ren ts , both of wh om a re gon e…or m y GRANDPARENTS…or to th e COMMUNITY th a t h elped ra is e 
m e…to Mis s Hen ry, m y fir s t gra de tea ch er…or Mis s Powell wh o ta u gh t m e in th e 8 th gra de.  How do I 
expres s GRATITUDE to Wen tz Miller wh o pa s tored m e wh en I wa s a ch ild a n d h elped m e u n ders ta n d s o 
MUCH a bou t th e joy of bein g a Ch r is t ia n a n d a pa r t of th e ch u rch ?  How do I s a y THANK YOU to Su n d a y 
School teachers such as Mary Lou Lacy and Charlie Hollandsworth and Henry Reed…and people like Stan 
a n d Libby Cobb a n d Bill a n d Ca rolyn Fra n ck a n d Fred a n d Bet ty Ha m m il wh o ga ve s o gen erou s ly of both 
th eir t im e a n d th eir m on ey to m a ke th e ch u rch th a t I grew u p in s u ch a won derfu l p la ce to lea rn wh a t it 
meant to be a beloved “child of God.”  How do I ever say “THANK YOU!” and express my GRATITUDE to all 
of th em ?  How ca n I EVER “pa y th em ba ck” for a ll th ey h a ve given to m e a n d don e FOR m e to m a ke m e 
who I am?    

Well, th e TRUTH of th e m a t ter , of cou rs e, is th a t I CAN’T!  Th ey a re a ll GONE from th is life.  I ca n ’t 
“pay it back.”  All I can do is “PAY IT FORWARD!”    

An d th a t is PRECISELY wh a t th e Proph et J erem ia h does in th e 32 nd ch a p ter of th e book th a t 
carries his name.  In gratitude and faithfulness to the Lord God Almighty who had called him and blessed 
h im WITH life a n d IN life, J erem ia h m a kes a bold a n d d ra m a t ic s ta tem en t wh ich “PAYS IT FORWARD” 
and buys into the future of Israel when Israel’s future looked dismal indeed.   
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So h ere’s h ow th e s tory goes .  Th e Kin gdom of J u da h wa s on it ’s la s t leg.  Th e ca p ita l city, 
J eru s a lem , wa s u n der s iege…s u rrou n ded by th e Ba bylon ia n a rm y u n der Kin g Nebu ch a dn ezzer .  Th e 
destruction of not only Jerusalem, but Israel/Judah itself seemed imminent.  

J erem ia h , th e p roph et , wa s bein g h eld p r is on er in th e cou r tya rd of th e roya l pa la ce.  His k in g, 
Zedek ia h , wa s a n gry with J erem ia h for p red ict in g th a t J eru s a lem wou ld fa ll to Nebu ch a dn ezzer a n d th e 
Babylonians as a punishment for the peoples’ sins and lack of faithfulness to the Yahweh God of Israel.  

Now, u n der th os e circu m s ta n ces , p roper ty va lu es in J u da h were very low…es pecia lly in th e 
u n protected cou n trys ide.  No dou b t , th e Ba bylon ia n a rm y h a d a lrea dy over ru n m u ch of th e la n d , 
des t royin g th e crops a n d bu ild in gs , a n d s tea lin g a n yth in g th a t h a d a n y va lu e a t a ll.  It cou ld a ls o be 
s a fely a s s u m ed , I th in k , th a t th e con qu er in g Ba bylon ia n s wou ld feel lit t le or n o ob liga t ion s to h on or 
existing land deeds or property claims.  

Sin ce ca s h wa s m ore por ta b le to fleein g refu gees , th os e wh o own ed la n d wou ld h a ve been gla d to 
sell qu ick ly.  An d yet , wh o bu t a FOOL wou ld BUY proper ty u n der s u ch d is m a l a n d om in ou s 
circumstances?  Well Jeremiah, for one!    

J erem ia h ’s cou s in , Ha n a m el, offered J erem ia h a field in h is h om etown of An a th oth , p roper ty th a t 
wa s ALREADY in th e h a n ds of th e Ba bylon ia n s .  In th os e da ys , wh en a n yon e wa n ted to s ell a p iece of 
p roper ty, for wh a tever rea s on , th e J ewis h la w requ ired th a t th e clos es t rela t ive to th e s eller m u s t be 
con ta cted a n d given th e fir s t op t ion on pu rch a s in g th e p roper ty…s o a s to keep th e p roper ty with in th e 
fa m ily.  Bu t for J erem ia h to h a ve ta ken Ha n a m el u p on h is offer a n d bou gh t s u ch a wor th les s p iece of 
la n d u n der s u ch n ega t ive con d it ion s wou ld s u rely h a ve been a foolis h th in g to do.  An d yet , th a t ’s 
EXACTLY wh a t J erem ia h d id…NOT s o m u ch beca u s e h e h a d a lwa ys wa n ted to be a la n d own er a n d s a w 
th is a s a ch a n ce to m a ke a k illin g in th e m ids t of a depres s ed rea l es ta te m a rket…bu t beca u s e h e wa n ted 
to m a ke a STATEMENT…a s ta tem en t th a t wou ld “PAY IT FORWARD” a n d expres s HIS fa ith in GOD’S 
faithfulness for his people Israel…even in the midst of desperate times.  

“S o I BOUGHT the field from Han am el and w eighed ou t the  
the money to him:  the price of seventeen pieces of silver. (Jer. 32:9) 
You s ee, J erem ia h ’s pu rch a s e of th e la n d wa s a CONCRETE EXPRESSION of h is fa ith in God’s 

word .  An d fa r from bein g FOOLISH, it wa s a DEMONSTRATION of J erem ia h ’s con fiden ce in th e fu tu re of 
Is ra el.  It wa s a DEMONSTRATION of h is fa ith th a t th e pom pou s lit t le k in g from Ba bylon wou ld NOT h a ve 
th e la s t word , bu t th a t GOD…th e Lord God of h is a n ces tors Abra h a m , Is a a c a n d J a cob…wou ld on ce 
again rule over the land of Israel and restore the fortunes of God’s chosen people. 

Now, les t you th in k th a t J erem ia h wa s s om e b lin d ly op t im is t ic “Pollyanna” wh o on ly s a w th e wor ld 
through rose colored glasses, let me assure you, that was NOT the case!  Far from it!  Jeremiah was WELL 
AWARE of th e om in ou s s itu a t ion th a t wa s before both h im a n d h is fellow J ews .  He wa s WELL AWARE of 
th e fa ct th a t t in y J u da h wou ld in deed fa ll to th e power a n d m igh t of Ba bylon a n d th a t h e a n d th e k in g 
a n d m a n y of h is fellow cit izen s wou ld be ca r r ied off in to ca p t ivity in a fa r cou n try.  Wh ich is PRECISELY 
wh a t h a ppen ed .  Bu t h e wa s ALSO a b le to s ee BEYOND th a t p res en t da rk m om en t in to th e b r igh t fu tu re 
wh en God wou ld on ce a ga in RESTORE Is ra el.  An d it wa s th a t BRIGHT FUTURE th a t J erem ia h wa s 
investing in…PRECISELY BECAUSE of his unswerving faith in God’s promise: “For thus s ay s the Lord of 
hos ts , the God Alm igh ty of Is rael:  Hous es and field s and v iney ard s s h all ONCE AGAIN be brough t forth 
upon this land.”  (Jer. 32:15) 

In oth er words , J erem ia h wa s buyin g in t o t h e fut ure .  He wa s “PAYING FORWARD” h is fa ith th a t 
Is ra el HAD a fu tu re.  He wa s , in es s en ce, pa s s in g on to th os e wh o wou ld com e AFTER h im th e firm a n d 
s u re con vict ion th a t th e peop le wou ld on ce a ga in in h a b it th e la n d a n d th a t God wou ld be in th e m ids t of 
them.  

All of wh ich rem in ds m e of th e s tory of a n elder ly m a n wh ich is fou n d in th e J ewis h Ta lm u d .  It 
s eem s th a t s om eon e s a w a n old m a n p la n t in g a ca rob t ree on e da y…a t ree th a t wa s well-kn own to be on e 
of s lowes t growin g t rees in th e Midd le Ea s t .  Th e oth er pers on la u gh ed a t th e old m a n .  “You foolis h old 
man,” the observer said.  “Don’t y ou k now how long it tak es before the carob tree prod uces fru it?”  

“Of cours e I d o!” replied the old man.  “It tak es 70 y ears for the carob to bear fru it.”  
“And y ou expect to live th a t long?  Old m an , y ou ’ll be long gone and forgotten before th is tree bears 

fruit!”    
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Bu t th e old m a n s m iled a s im p le s m ile a n d rep lied, “Young m an , I d id n ’t find the w orld d es ola te 
w h en I en tered it and I w ill not leave it d es ola te w hen I am gone.  As MY an ces tors plan ted for m e before I 
w as born , s o als o d o I plan t for thos e w ho w ill com e after m e.”  

“S o a ls o d o I p la n t for t h os e w h o w i l l com e a ft er m e!”  THAT, m y fr ien ds , is EXACTLY wh a t is 
m ea n t by “PAY IT FORWARD!”  Su rely it is wh a t we ALL n eed to do in th a n ks givin g for th e b les s in gs 
that have come our way.   

“PAY IT FORWARD!”     
“PLANT for those who come after us!”   
“INVEST in the future!”   
“Allow your FAITHFULNESS to sustain the generations!” 

Surely it was done for all of us…both within our own individual families…as WELL as within this family of 
faith we call First United Presbyterian Church.  In gratitude and thanksgiving, there is no way we can pay 
it ba ck .  We ca n on ly “PAY IT FORWARD!” by m a k in g s u re th e m in is t ry a n d m is s ion of th is ch u rch 
CONTINUES to thrive and grow, not only THIS year - 
a n d NEXT yea r , bu t th e yea r a fter th a t…a n d th e yea r a fter th a t…a n d th e yea r a fter th a t…a n d th e yea r 
a fter th a t…s o th a t th is con grega t ion …th is ch u rch …m igh t CONTINUE to be, a s ou r VISION STATEMENT 
so eloquently puts it: 

“a v ibran t, v ital cen ter of Chris tian faith an d practice w here Jes us Chris t is pers on ally k now ,  
where people’s need are truly met, 
from which people are sent: 
s cattered in effective m in is try an d m is s ion – 

in the hom e, the m ark etp lace, the com m un ity , and the w orld .” (1998 Vision Statement, 1st UPC)  

Good fr ien ds , th is bea u t ifu l bu ild in g…th is s a n ctu a ry…th is pu lp it…th es e pews …th is ca rpet…th es e 
ligh ts …th is orga n …th is com m u n ion ta b le…th is cros s …th es e h ym n books …th os e ch oir robes …th es e 
flowers – th ey’ve ALL been given to u s by th e fa ith fu ln es s of p reviou s gen era t ion s wh o loved God a n d 
loved th e ch u rch a n d wh o, in effect , h a ve loved US en ou gh to pa s s it on to u s , t ru s t in g th a t we will ca re 
for a ll th es e m a n y gifts …develop th em a n d u s e th em …a n d pa s s th em a lon g to th os e wh o wou ld com e 
a fter US…even a s th ey h a ve been pa s s ed on TO u s .  We ga th er h ere ea ch Su n da y m orn in g...for 
wors h ip…for Su n da y s ch ool cla s s es …for fellows h ip a n d s h a r in g a n d ca r in g a n d s u ppor t .  We ga th er h ere 
to celeb ra te m a rr ia ges , to ba p t ize ba b ies , to be com for ted in th e los s of ou r loved on es .  “PAY IT 
FORWARD!” s im ply a s ks th a t we offer to th os e wh o com e AFTER u s n oth in g les s th a n wh a t wa s given to 
US by those who came BEFORE us.    

Th rou gh th e h a rd work…th e res ou rcefu ln es s …th e in gen u ity…a n d th e fa ith fu ln es s of n ot on ly ou r 
OWN gen era t ion s , bu t of PREVIOUS gen era t ion s a s well, God h a s given m a n y of u s in th is com m u n ity of 
fa ith a s ta n da rd of livin g a n d a level of wea lth UNPARALLELED in h u m a n h is tory.  We ca n ’t “pa y it ba ck .”  
We ca n on ly “PAY IT FORWARD!” a s we u s e it & en joy it to be s u re,  bu t a s we a ls o s h a re it a n d pa s s it 
on to those whose lives WE want to a part of b les s in g even a s OUR lives h a ve been b les s ed .  Beca u s e is n ’t 
th a t PRECISELY wh y God b les s es u s to begin with ?  Rem em ber  wh a t God s a id to Abra h a m , ou r a n ces tor 
in th e fa ith , 100 gen era t ion s a go?  Is a n y d ifferen t toda y th a n it wa s th en ?  “I w ill rich ly bles s y ou s o th a t 
you may BE A RICH BLESSING!”  

To be s u re, “w e DO bu ild on found ation s w e d id not lay ;  d rink from w ells w e d id not d ig; and ea t 
from h arves ts w e d id not s ow .”  We ca n n ot “pa y it ba ck .”  We ca n on ly “PAY IT FORWARD!” into 
today…tomorrow…next yea r…a n d th e yea r a fter th a t…a n d th e yea r a fter th a t…a n d th e yea r a fter th a t !  It 
is th e fa ith fu ln es s wh ich s u s ta in s th e gen era t ion s …AND wh ich in s u res th e s u cces s fu l fu tu re of fir s t 
United Presbyterian Church…a church that gives!  

So m a y God m ove with in ou r HEARTS a n d with in ou r LIVES (a n d perh a ps even MORE 
SPECIFICALLY with in ou r WALLETS a n d POCKETBOOKS) to m a ke it s o for ALL wh o wou ld com e a fter 
us – TODAY…TOMORROW…and through ALL the days that lie ahead!  

To GOD be the glory, both now and forever more!  Amen!   
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