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Today, Version 1.0 of Charles River Church comes to an end. We 

began worshiping weekly right here at the MATCH School, exactly 3 

years ago, on the first Sunday of January, 2005. (We were called 

òChurch Xó then.) Now today, the first Sunday of January, 2008, is 

our last worship gathering at the MATCH School. And it the last one in which we think of ourselves as a stand-alone 

church. Beginning next week, we will be meeting at the Cambridge location of the Vineyard Christian Fellowship of 

Greater Boston. From now until June, things will continue pretty much as now, with Creative Liturgical Worship and 

Night for Youth each happening once per month. The times are being moved a little later to better coordinate with the 

Vineyardõs schedule, and the weeks are being reversed, with Youth Night on the 4th week of the month, and liturgical 

worship on the 2nd, as you saw in the announcements. River Rangers is continuing, and the small groups are too. Weõll 

remain a separate entity, funded by donations from our regulars and from the last $15,000 tranche of our Trinity Grant. 

John and I will continue to be paid by Charles River Church, although John has dropped down to a ¼ time salary 

already, and Iõm dropping down to ĳ time salary this month. But although weõre continuing a separate existence, all of 

our gatherings and programs will come under the umbrella of the Vineyard. 

In a very real sense, this is a sad occasion, because it represents our failure to thrive in the way we hoped and 

expected when we began. In another sense, I think it is a day for celebration, because weõve had a great experience of 

being a community of God together. And I think itõs also an opportunity to see that God has much greater things in 

store for us in our new configuration.  

Letõs start with the sadness of coming to the end of the dream of planting a new, standalone church. Itõs sad for a 

number of reasons. One is that we had hopes that werenõt fulfilled. Our plan anticipated average attendance of 100 to 

200 people each week after 3 years. That would have made us self-sustaining, rather than 

depending on outside grants. We hoped to have multiple Godly Play age groups, and a cadre of 

lively storytellers and doorkeepers. We hoped to have at least 12 small groups in 

neighborhoods convenient to the places each of us live. We hoped to have to hold a new 

members class every 3 months to keep up with all the newcomers, and to have classes with 

names like Preparing for Baptism, Prayer as a Practical Way of Life, Ladder of the Beatitudes and 

Redemptive Leadership. We hoped to have a full schedule of events for people interested in 

exploring Christian faith, such as Alpha at Work, Spiritual Explorers, Theology on Tap, and Art 

and Faith. We never got big enough to offer these things to our members and our surrounding 

community. We prayed diligently to find the location God was leading us to, and we concluded 

it was here in Allston. Maybe we were wrong, or maybe didnõt fulfill our potential, but in any 

case, we never became a true part of the Allston community.  

Many of us here today can remember when we each took a sheet of paper and drew a picture of what we wanted 

church to be. I donõt think we became most of what they pictured. But maybe the saddest part of all is that our 

community ñ each other ñ is now in a perilous state. We invested in the church together, sacrificed, drove long 

distances week after week to be together. And now thereõs the danger we will fall apart or drift apart. Itõs possible that 

without Charles River Church as a stand-alone community to keep us coming together every week, we will slowly lose 

the closeness that weõve experienced. That makes me sadder than I can really say.  

Although weõre sad, there are also things to celebrate. For one thing, we did some successful work together. As a 

church plant, we had three main points: Powered by God for daily life and work; A church for un-churchy people; and 

Fresh, Ancient, Biblical and Spiritual. We had some successes worth celebrating in all three of these areas. 

Under òPowered by Godó by daily life, I think we succeeded in creating a church that wasnõt focused on how you 

can become a good church-goer, but on how you can live life to the max every day by following Jesus. Some of my 

happiest memories are the times when people told me that one of my talks was a practical help for life at work or home 

or in the community. We had some great talks by other members of the church besides me: Cliff Hayden, Weezie 

Petrie, Johanna Beers, Marie Koch Williams, Laura Wooster, David Sung,  Kim Messenger, Jim Carson, John Mayer 

Spressert, Jeff Barneson, Tara Edelschick, and Kim Marie Nicols, the director of the Epiphany Pageant. I remember those 

talks, and I got a lot more out of them for real life than in any other church Iõve been part of. 

For the Bible text for this talk  Click 

 (or control -click) 1 Corinthians 13:1-13   

 (You must be connected to the Internet) 

http://www.biblegateway.com/bible?version=NLT&passage=1%20Corinthians%2013:1-13
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Under Fresh, Ancient, Biblical and Spiritual, I think we succeeded in creating a 

genuinely creative, genuinely liturgical worship gathering. A total of 401 people have 

attended at least one Charles River Church worship gathering, and by and large they 

have good things to say about. I like the way we use the ancient liturgy with a fresh 

energy. I like the artwork that people create during worship. I love the music. I really, 

really love the music. And I think weõve been biblically grounded, without letting that 

make us legalistic or obscure. You know what? Charles River Church has been fun. 

Under a Church for un-Churchy People, I think itõs been mixed. We have not 

done very well getting unchurched people to become regular participants in our 

worship gathering. At no time have we had many people active who werenõt already 

churchgoers from way back, with a few important exceptions. We did better at this 

in our small groups. The groups in Jamaica Plain, Belmont and Carlisle have ñ or had, 

in the case of JP ñ a total of about 20 regular participants with no significant 

relationship to any Christian church. In some ways I think thatõs more significant than 

the 401 people who have attended worship. With respect to people under age 35, 

thatõs also mixed. I was delighted last spring when had 12 or 15 young adults active in the church. It seemed like we 

finally had a solid base. But it didnõt last, and we have to admit that we did not succeed in including the generation from 

18 to 35 that is distressingly underrepresented in all churches. But thereõs another group under age 35 too. Iõm talking 

about people aged 1 to 17. Weõve done well with that group, at first with Godly Play, and then with Night for Youth, 

and now with River Rangers too. Thatõs worth celebrating. 

I think that trying to be a church for un-churchy people has also given us a more missional outlook. The Six of 

Hearts project is one chief way weõve gone about this. Before embarking on Charles River Church, my life of following 

Jesus was mostly focused on doing things with other Christians. Being part of this church has turned my attention more 

and more towards people that Christ died and rose to life for, but who donõt know it. I care a lot more about my 

neighbors than I ever did before. I long to bless them in practical ways, to help them, to serve them. And I keep praying 

for the ultimate blessing for them, that they will come to know Jesus Christ as their savior.  

But more important than what we have accomplished is what we have become. We have grown to love each other 

deeper than ever over the last three years. I can hardly say how much you all in this church have been a rock for my 

family. We have a home here, after feeling spiritually homeless for almost 10 years. My daughters have experienced what 

it means to follow Jesus in a loving community of friends. I have experienced this as a community of support, of 

friendship, of encouragement, of joy, of truth, or self-giving love. Letõs celebrate that. 

So as we come to this day, there is mourning and there is celebration. But today is not the end. Weõre no longer 

attempting to be a stand-alone church, but weõre not ceasing to exist. Weõre on the way to becoming something new as 

a circle within the Vineyard Christian Fellowship. Weõve tried to foresee what that will be like, but itõs not really clear 

yet. It reminds me of what the Apostle Paul wrote to the church in Corinth: òNow we see things imperfectly as in a 

cloudy mirror, but then we will see everything with perfect clarity. All that I know now is 

partial and incomplete, but then I will know everything completely, just as God now 

knows me completely.ó That fits our situation. Looking back at the last 3 years, itõs like a 

cloudy mirror. I thought God was calling us to start this church and leading us in the 

direction we took. Why didnõt it work out as we expected? Was it a mistake to focus on 

younger, unchurched people? Should we have built a strong network of small groups 

before starting weekly worship? Did I spend too much time preparing talks and worship 

and not enough inviting people to come? Were we faithful in prayer and practice? Should 

have kept the name, òChurch Xó or changed it to òThe Crossingó instead of òCharles River Church?ó Each of us 

probably has lots of ideas about these questions, but we really donõt know. Looking back at Charles River Church is like 

looking in a cloudy mirror. God knows, and someday, by Godõs grace, weõll know. But we donõt know now.  

Paul wrote these words about church life. This chapter is often read at weddings, but Paul is not talking about the 

love of a man and a woman. You can know this two ways. One is that if you happen to know Greek, you could look up 

that the word translated as òloveó is agape which refers to the love of a community, not eros which refers to the love of 

a man and woman. The other is that this chapter comes right after chapter 12, which is all about how God gives all kinds 

of spiritual gifts to the members of a church for the purpose of building up the church in its mission. And it comes right 

before chapter 14, which tells churches how to organize their mission and their worship. Chapter 13 is about how to be 

a church.  


