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So, my kids launched into their new school year, new school, new kindergarten, whole new experience. 
And one of their parents this past week, I won't tell you which one, has been weepy and emotional and 
just a hot mess about the whole thing. Our little precious people going off to this big, intimidating school 
all day long. And then there was my wife who's just composed and non-anxious and thrilled about the 
whole thing. 

As a church, we look at this weekend ... which I know a lot of folks are back in school. SMU starts 
tomorrow. We see this, for all of us, whether in school or not, as a starting point where it's a good time 
to get everybody back on the same page and remember why we're here. We're starting a new series this 
morning. It's just two weeks long. If this is one of your first times here, it's a perfect time to jump in on 
what we're doing and what we're about because for the next two Sundays, we want to talk about the 
why of this church and our vision. 

Now, vision is one of those words that gets thrown around a lot in conferences and books that you can 
buy at the airport. Vision is really just a preferred future. It's a picture of where we want to go. Does that 
make sense? It's where we're going together. First, let me just jump right into this by telling you what 
our vision as a church, is not. It is not about the three B’s of the institutional church. The three B’s: 
buildings, budgets, and behind in the seats. Not that those things are unimportant, but that's not what 
drives us at the end of the day. 

Our goal as a church is not to grow for growth's sake. Although every number is a person who matters to 
God and for whom Jesus gave his life. But bigger numbers is not the vision nor is better programs. Even 
though great programming, great environments, dynamic places can help us to move in the right 
direction. Our goal is not to baptize a whole lot of babies compared to other congregations, although 
that's certainly an encouraging thing. Our goal is not to do marginally better than other churches in this 
area so that we can feel good about ourselves. 

Then what is our vision? What is this future to which we're praying God will lead us together in? For the 
last few years, we've had a phrase that has guided who we are and why we exist as a church. That is, 
"We exist to lead all generations to become transformed followers of Jesus for the flourishing of our city 
and beyond." I just want to leave that up there for a few minutes and walk through it. 

Last week, some of our staff were on a little retreat and we spent a lot of time just parsing and thinking 
and praying through the importance of every phrase and every word in this vision. Things like, "All 
generations." Why it is so core to who we are and truly a gift that this is a church for every generation. 
There are five generations represented even in this room right now. 

Then, "Helping people become transformed followers of Jesus." We are so convinced that when people 
come to know, find and follow and fall in love with Jesus and when they put into practice the teachings 
from Scripture that he gave us that it will change everything in their lives. Not just what happens in a 
place like this but into our city and beyond? "For the flourishing of our city and beyond." 



Even this week, I've been thinking about these few words here and the importance of this phrase. One 
word in particular that I think is so needed that our world is so starving to see, that is so important and 
crucial to whether or not we're going to be a part of what God's doing to bring redemption to our world, 
and it's this word, "For.” For far too long, the church has been known for what we're against and we 
want to be a community of people known by what we're for. 

We are for people and every person made in God's image on this planet. We are for families. We long to 
see relationships and marriages that are healed and put back together and strengthened and grounded 
in the love and grace of Jesus. We are for the prodigal, the person who's maybe run away or maybe 
been burned by the church in their past. But, for whatever reason, they think they're far from God. 
We're for them and we long for them to know that this is a place where they can return and understand 
and experience God's love and redemptive healing. 

We are for our neighborhood. We believe in the importance of proximity and even this neighborhood of 
the Park Cities and now Old East Dallas. These neighborhoods, they should be better and should flourish 
as a result of the presence of Highland Park Pres and of Peak Street Church. We are for Dallas and the 
entire metroplex. There's a reason that God planted this church and has seen fit to preserve the 
outward focus of this church for almost a hundred years. 

We are for the flourishing of the entire world, to see nations, cultures and entire people groups fall in 
love with the person of Jesus. We should go and strengthen these ties with the global church and learn 
from them and be encouraged by them. We go and spend time worshiping alongside churches in Cuba, 
Haiti, the Dominican Republic and Kenya to see the growth of the church in places like North Africa. We 
believe that we are better when we are grafted into what God is doing in the global church. We're going 
to talk about that next Sunday. 

So for this morning, I want to invite you to turn with me to Jeremiah Chapter 29. The Old Testament 
prophet Jeremiah, Chapter 29, where we find some of the most stirring words about God's heart for the 
city and for his people in the city. Here's the backdrop to this text. God's people, Israel, had lived for 
hundreds of years as this independent nation. Now, there were certainly some bumps along the way in 
their story, but they were a people who believed that God had called them and led them out of what 
was bondage, slavery and oppression to become a free people so that they could bless the whole world. 

But along comes this rising superpower, the Babylonian Empire, who sends their army into Jerusalem to 
sack the city and to take over. As a part of their conquest, the Babylonians sent a number of Israel's 
leaders, the Israelite citizens, off to Babylon to live as exiles. Now, why would Babylon do this? Why 
would a conquering nation do this? Well, it was an imperialistic act and the Babylonians, they assumed 
that the Israelite people would, over time, begin to blend in and become like them and forget who they 
were. 

But see, the Israelites knew exactly what the Babylonians were doing, and they said, "You want to try to 
make us more like you in this pagan, foreign culture, and you want us to start acting like Babylonians. 
You want us to forget who we are. Well, we're not doing that." And so what started to happen was 
these Israelite leaders, who were sent off to Babylon as exiles, they separated themselves from the 
culture and the people around them with a fortress mentality. That was the way that they thought they 
could stay faithful and true to their God. Hunker down, huddle up, withdraw. "It's us versus all of them. 
Otherwise, we're going to forget who we are." 



And it's right into this tension that the prophet Jeremiah and God gives a word through Jeremiah for his 
people. So Jeremiah 29, and we'll start with verse 4. I'm reading from the NIV here.  

"This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to 
Babylon. Build houses and settle down. Plant gardens and eat what they produce. Marry and have sons 
and daughters. Find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage so that they too may have 
sons and daughters. Increase in number there. Do not decrease.” 

 Also, verse 7, and this is our focus, "seek the peace and prosperity.” And it’s one word in the Hebrew 
language, but,  

"Seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it 
because if it prospers, you too will prosper." 

So, the Israelites, they think that there are two options, two postures for when it comes to life in the 
city. "Either we can remain separate, cut off from this evil city, or we can just blend in and over time 
we're going to forget our God," so two choices. Separate but remain faithful or blend in and lose their 
faith. And God says, "I don't want you to do either. There's a third way." God says, "I want you to move 
all the way in, all the way into the heart of that city. Get involved in the life, culture, economy and 
leadership of that city. But I don't want you to stop being a people who are set apart for me. Be a 
praying people, a people who call on my name and worship and who seek me with all of your heart." 

And then verse 7, this is sort of the core of the text. God says to these people, "Seek the peace of this 
city, the peace of this city." It's a foreign word which goes way beyond our English word for peace, which 
for us just means the absence of conflict. This is far beyond this. This is total flourishing in every arena of 
life. It's a word, a Hebrew word that almost sounds like what it means. Its wholeness, cohesiveness, 
interwoven, flourishing, both individually and as a community. It's life as it was always meant to be. And 
God says, "I want you to seek that kind of peace for the people in your city." 

Well, how do you think the Israelites feel about this, having just moved into Babylon, which had sacked 
their cities, defeated their armies, and now dragged them into exile? For them this was a place of evil, 
pagan gods, different corruption and evil systems. It was Sin City. They probably felt the same way we 
feel oftentimes about cities in our day. I think that's a problem because when you look at the Scriptures, 
the story of Scripture, there's actually a much more positive view of what can happen in a city. 

Take, for instance, the prophet Isaiah, who talks about the city more than anyone else in the Scriptures. 
60 times, all of them positive, so much so that Isaiah has been called “The book of the city.” The city, for 
Isaiah, is a gift. It's a place of community, of diversity, of creativity, innovation and being stretched 
beyond yourself. And, I'll tell you what else is true. When you look at the arc of history and civilization, 
cities shape culture. As the cities go, so goes society. 

So we look at the early church in the Book of Acts. When the first followers of Jesus were sent out to 
share the story of their Savior, what did they do? They made a beeline into the cities. Tim Keller, a 
pastor in New York City, has written about this. He says, "If you have a culture like they did in the 1st 
century, this culture dominated by the Roman Empire, where the highest ideals were power and self-
glorification, and you're on a mission to turn that upside down and to exchange that for humility and 



self-giving love, well, the only way to really change that culture, that society, is to move into the heart of 
the cities and begin to live it out." 

That's exactly what these earliest Christians did. They moved in, settled down, had families, built houses, 
got jobs, and did life in a city. And by the year 300 AD, half the urban population of the Roman Empire 
were Christians. It's an astonishing, unprecedented rate of growth. What started with a small group, 11 
relatively unschooled young men, whose leader, by the way, was killed as an enemy of the state, and 
now half the Roman Empire, were followers of Christ. 

So what does this mean, and what might God be saying to a room or a church or a family of churches 
like this in the heart of a great city like Dallas? In recent years, and you probably know a lot more about 
this than I do, but Dallas has been growing faster than any other major city in our country. You may have 
seen this Spring some of the data around Millennials and how more Millennials are moving to Dallas 
than any other city. Major companies are moving or launching new offices here. Some of you are 
probably here because of that. 

Dallas is home to some of the most well-known global brands, AT&T, American Airlines, Southwest 
Airlines, and Six Flags. That's a good one. Topgolf, Chili's. Don't want to forget about that one. And we 
can just go on and on and on. A couple of weeks ago, I was in the remote, rural Maasai villages of Kenya. 
Anybody want to guess what they know about Texas? 

Go Cowboys. 

Some of the largest global nonprofits that are making a huge impact in our world consider Dallas their 
home. This is known by many to be the most generous city in the world. I don't think I realized that 
when I took this post that I was going to get phone calls from other churches in other cities asking if they 
can come and do fundraising here. In Dallas they know that you are the most generous people in the 
world. 

So why do people move? Why do people move to Dallas? Why did you move to Dallas? Was it the 
gorgeous summers or the lack of traffic or the lack of concrete? No, it’s people come for an opportunity 
for their families, to start a life or to find a great job or to launch into something that they're passionate 
about, a career, or to make money. 

You look at history and people often move to cities to make a name for themselves, which leads us back 
actually, to the first city of the Bible. The first picture we have of a city in the Bible is in Genesis Chapter 
11. Anybody know the name of that city? We're told that the people of Babel, they came together and 
they built a tower, a skyscraper, and we're told that they built it to make a name for themselves. 
Genesis 11:4. And we have been building tall buildings and putting our names on them ever since. 

Well, Jeremiah, this prophet, says to God's people as they move into exile, he says, "I want you to move 
into the city. Don't be afraid of it. Don't escape it, but don't make it about you." And so while everyone 
else around you that you're rubbing shoulders with is trying to make a name for themselves, I want you 
to lay it down. I want you to serve, to lead, and pray for the peace and the flourishing of those around 
you. When they see you, they'll be curious and they'll want to know, "What is it that is different about 
you?" 



Hundreds of years later, another Jewish prophet, Jesus of Nazareth, would pick up this same idea. One 
day he was speaking to this crowd of followers, and he used this image, this picture. He said, "You are a 
city on a hill. You are the light of the world. Let your light shine to everyone around you." Jesus said to 
his followers and to anyone who would want to do life with him, he says, "You are a city within the city." 
Highland Park Church, you are a city within the city. A city where grace wins over all this returning evil 
for evil. You're a city of justice surrounded by so many who abuse their power when it comes to the 
weak. You’re a city of serving where everyone else is asking, "What's in it for me?" A city where work 
isn't just about piling up more stacks of money or making life more comfortable. It's about doing 
something that you can do with the gifts that God gave you to bless other people and to make life more 
wonderful and to make this world a better place for all people. Beauty. Hope. Meaning. Significance. 

Jesus sends his people out into the city to redefine greatness, to lift up a name that is not their own and 
to pour out their lives in sacrificial love. And by the way, we cannot be a great church, we will never be a 
great church, if we do not serve greatly the least in our city. Those who are trapped in cycles of poverty, 
those without a home. Those, as the Scriptures say over and over and over again, who are, "The foreign 
or the fatherless and the widow in your midst." As a church, we are committed to coming alongside and 
learning from and partnering from amazing organizations and ministries who they wake up in the 
morning. This is their passion: Advocates for Community Transformation, Dallas Leadership Foundation, 
Behind Every Door, Austin Street Center, Bonton Farms, Body and Soul, For the Nations Refugee 
Outreach, and so many more, Mercy Street. 

We're seeking to work more closely, not only with these organizations but with other churches in our 
city. Often this is across racial and cultural lines to show that what unites us is far greater and far 
stronger than what divides. The last few years, I've been a part of this annual citywide event celebration, 
it's actually this afternoon, where Dallas police officers and Dallas pastors, they come together and we 
play a game of basketball. And at the beginning of this event it's pretty fun. There's a marching band and 
it's awesome and the energy and the Dallas Mavericks dancers, the whole deal, the dance team that's 
up in this ... You're going to see the video here in just a second. 

And there's this draft where we're all put onto different teams, and they do this. They make a big deal 
out of this draft. My goal every year is to be the highest drafted Presbyterian in the game, and it has 
happened every year. I'm still the only Presbyterian who's ever played there! I'll just show you a little 
video from last year's event. Let's see if we can watch this real quickly together. 

Video Interview: We're here in sunny South Dallas at the P. C. Cobb Field House where we just 
completed the Project Unity, Together We Ball event. 

Video Interview: We're doing this thing every year for the community to come together. This year has 
been an awesome, awesome time with the police force coming out. 

Video Interview: Collaborating with our local pastors, our leaders, most importantly, building the 
relationships. Most importantly, bridging the gap. 

Video Interview: It shows and demonstrates to the whole world that once we come together, we can do 
many things. 



Video Interview: And the reason we launched this event was to use sports as a way to bring community 
together. 

Video Interview: There is kids from every high school in the city doing the exhibition game. It was so 
wonderful. We had a great time with preachers, police officers, community members, school board 
trustees working together for the unity in this community. 

Video Interview: This is not about challenges that we face. We're in it together, and we're going to work 
in collaboration to reach ways in which we can improve and make our community stronger and better 
so what unites us is far greater than what divides us. 

So it's a great event. We dance together. And then did you notice the B-roll they put in of picking me off 
the floor? Which I really appreciated. Thank you very much. But this picture of police officers and 
preachers and students across racial lines coming together, celebrating, dancing, playing basketball and 
all united together. It’s because we love this city too much to let our differences be the thing that could 
hold us back from more and more people experiencing the flourishing of God. 

We are to seek the peace of our city. We're called into Dallas not to grab power or wealth or influence 
for ourselves but simply to serve as Jesus served us, by giving himself away. I love the way that Eugene 
Peterson paraphrases this wonderful verse that so many of us know from John Chapter 1. It says, "And 
the Word became flesh and moved into the neighborhood." Jesus moved into our city, into our lives, 
into our brokenness. And when he came, instead of grabbing power, he gave it up. Instead of taking 
control, he surrendered it in love. Instead of condemnation, he was full of grace. 

When people see us living in that way, when they sense it in our lives, they'll want to know, "What is it 
about you? Why are you so different? Why does it not seem to be all about you? Tell me more." 
Christians should be the best citizens of their city. 

I want to show you one more city from the Bible. It's actually the final city, in Revelation, and it's this 
picture of heaven. Here's what it looks like.  

"And he carried me away in the spirit to a mountain, great and high. And he showed me the Holy City, 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God."  

So the picture we have of heaven is actually a city. Notice it's a mountain city. And when we think about 
mountains, at least for me, I think about getting out of or leaving the city, heading to Colorado, a place 
called Aspen. I mean, it sounds tranquil and restful, and I'm getting out of the chaos of life. That's where 
the mountains are. 

Well, John, the writer of Revelation, he says, "Heaven is actually the most beautiful mountain you've 
ever seen, right in the heart of the city." I, for one, am pretty amped about that. "It's a breathtaking city, 
the city of God, lit by the glory of God with people of every tribe and tongue and nation who've come 
together, living together in perfect unity, perfect oneness, perfect peace." That's our future story, so we 
might as well start living into that future now. 

One last thing about this heavenly city. When God's kingdom finally comes, we're told this in Revelation 
21, it says,  



"He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, 
for the old order of things has passed away."  

That's the heavenly city with death, mourning and tears, a thing of the past. He could've just said, "There 
will be no more suffering," but it's bigger than that. It's more intimate than that, the way that God 
comes and redeems all things. He wipes every tear from our eyes. 

When Ali was pregnant with our third child, near the end of her pregnancy, the doctor told her that she 
couldn't do anymore lifting up any of our kids. No more holding the other kids for the rest of the 
pregnancy. Well, our three-year-old daughter, Annie, was not happy about this, the fact that Mommy 
couldn't pick her up or hold her anymore. And so she would cry and cry and cry, and I would try to 
intervene. I would come and I would say, "Annie, sweet girl, I'll hold you. Daddy will hold you." And she 
would just look at me with this look of disdain and despair, and she would say, "I want someone with a 
baby in her tummy to hold me." And we couldn't get her to stop crying. 

Well, as funny as those little moments can be, and there are plenty of them, when my little girl, when 
my little girl starts to weep, it's like my heart goes outside of my body. It crushes me. Sometimes what a 
loving parent does in these moments and I don't know why. I mean, no one told me to do this. But you 
get close, and you wipe their tears away. I don't know why we do that, but there's something tender 
about that connection. And what this verse in Revelation is saying is that a day has coming in this 
heavenly city that the reality of what God will do in our midst is such that he will be so intimately close 
to us that sadness becomes irrelevant. "No hope will be unmet, no longing, no desire unfulfilled." It's a 
picture of peace, flourishing. 

See, the beauty of this invitation, to seek the peace of the city, is  really what the invitation is, to bring 
that vision of this heavenly city. To bring it down here and to see more of that invading into more of this. 
What we experience in this city, in our lives today, of the city of God making its way into our city. And 
here's the thing. That cannot happen if we make it all about us. God did not send us into the world to be 
a fortress church. That's not our calling. It has never been our calling. For 93 years plus, this has been a 
mission church, a city within the city for kids, for families, for the next generation trying to make sense 
of life. For the broken and wounded to come and experience the mercy of God. 

And so here's a little challenge for each of us, on a day like this, as we pray for the flourishing of the city, 
hopefully, maybe on your way into the Sanctuary, you were given a little card. If you weren't, we want 
to give you one on your way out. It says on one side, "For the flourishing," and on the other, it has this 
verse, Jeremiah 29:7.  

"But seek the peace of the city." 

 And then below it is just a little phrase, which Calum lead us in prayer through, "In Dallas, as it is in 
heaven." 

I wonder what it might be like for us if every person this week, wherever God scatters you to have 
influence and leadership or to serve, if in the coming week you were just to commit to praying for this 
city. 2,000 people, give or take, around the city of Dallas praying the words of this one verse. Or, maybe 
you could take the words of the Lord's Prayer, if that's a significant prayer for you. And when it comes to 
that line, "Your kingdom come," you could say, "In Dallas, as it is in heaven." Maybe it's something you 



can do while you're driving in the car or in the carpool line or on your way to work. It's like the one gift 
of traffic. It's just a chance to have a lot of time to pray. 

You might ask God, "How are you inviting me, calling me, God, to be a part of seeking peace in this city? 
God, help me to see Dallas the way that you see it. Give me your heart. Break my heart for the things 
that break your heart in our city." 

In fact, why don't we just do this together right now? There's a prayer we often will pray together. We 
do it about once a month in our worship gatherings, the Lord's Prayer. It's a prayer he taught his 
disciples, and I want us to take that phrase ... sometimes it's just motor memory. I messed this up in the 
8:45 service, but when it comes to that line, "On earth as it is in heaven," if we could just pray, "In 
Dallas, as it is in heaven." I don't think that's against the Lord's Prayer liturgy rules, is it? 

We can do this? Okay. Let's pray this prayer that Jesus taught his followers, and let's pray it with hearts 
that are directed specifically toward our city. Let's pray this all together. 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done in Dallas as it 
is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. And 
lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom and the power and the 
glory forever. Amen. 

Lord Jesus, would that be true of us, and would you invite us, maybe just one step at a time, to be a part 
of your work of bringing this city, this flourishing city, to more people in the city that we love, but that 
you love far more than we do? We pray all this in Jesus' name and everybody said. "Amen." 
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