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PERCEIVING THE NEW THING 
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ISAIAH’S NEW THING
It was in the 6th Century B.C. that the prophet Isaiah wrote, “Thus says the Lord, your Redeemer, … I will send to Babylon and break down all the bars.” For centuries the prophets had warned the Israelites that if they turned to other gods and if they kept taking advantage of one another, God would destroy their nation. It didn’t matter that while they did this many of them kept all the prescribed rituals in the worship of the one true God. Rituals alone were not acceptable. Others didn’t bring their sacrifices at all.  They didn’t change their ways. 
The nation, Israel, had been divided into two kingdoms. The Northern Kingdom had been destroyed a century earlier, never to rise again. Now their Southern Kingdom was destroyed by the Babylonians under King Nebuchadnezzar. He forcibly resettled the leaders of the Southern Kingdom and many of its people in Babylonia—the land we now call Iraq. Thousands of others escaped to Egypt and other places. They thought their nation was gone.
But the Persians under King Cyrus—we call them Iranians today—con​quered Babylonia. They let the resettled people of all nations, not just of Israel, return to their homelands. Isaiah said this policy was the Lord’s doing. The Lord was using the Persians to break down the metaphorical bars of their Babylonian prison. 
Isaiah continued, speaking for God, “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.” Of course, Isaiah was using dramatic overstatement for emphasis; he wrote poetry in the Hebrew language. He had just reminded the Israelites of many times when the Lord had delivered them from horrible circumstances. One occasion in Isaiah’s list was when the Lord used Moses to lead them through the Red Sea in the exodus from slav​​ery in Egypt. Such events were important, because they gave the Israelites a sense of identity under God, but they were to be forgotten if they misled the Israelites to passively wait for God to take them back to their homeland. God had released them from the Babylonians, but they’re the ones who had to do the traveling back to Jerusalem and the work​ing to re-establish the nation. 
Under these circumstances the Lord said, “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.” The Jerusalem Bible translates it, “No need to recall the past / no need to think about what was done before.” The Revised English Bible translates it, “Stop dwelling on past events / and brooding over days gone by.” In other words, Get up and get going!
Isaiah continued to write, speaking for God, “I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness.” The Lord was building a metaphorical highway across the desert to Israel so the Israelites could return to their homeland to make a fresh start. It would be an exodus comparable to the one from Egypt seven centuries earlier. 

It took faith to perceive the new thing. Both the nation and its capitol city, Jerusalem, had been destroyed and the people plundered and scattered. No one who looked at the proposed restoration from a business point of view would have invest​ed in it. Isaiah compared the coming restoration to the great sav​ing events of Israel’s history, including their deliverance under Moses from slavery in Egypt. They needed to turn away from the past so they could be open to the future. Otherwise, they would have just stayed in Babylonia complaining that God had forgotten them. They would not have perceived the new thing God was doing. 
And why did the Lord do this new thing? Isaiah again spoke for God, saying “[I am doing it for] the people whom I formed for myself so that they might declare my praise.” The Israelites were God’s chosen people, formed and commissioned to be a blessing to the world by leading the world to worship and serve God.   
THE NEW THING IN CHRIST
Centuries later, God did something new in Jesus, but the Jews as a whole didn’t perceive it. Their idea of the messiah was defined too much by their glorification of King David. Their ideals for relating to God and one another were fossilized laws and oppressive regulations that legalistically distorted the purposes of God’s law. They couldn’t understand Jesus’ example and teachings. They couldn’t perceive the new thing God did in him. They perceived the new thing in their deliverance from Egypt and from Babylonia, but they didn’t perceive it in Jesus Christ. The past helped them understand who they were, but their memories told them where they’d been rather than where they should go. 
CALDWELL’S NEW THING

We’ll celebrate the past of our church next Sunday with our homecoming service and luncheon. They’ll remind us of our heritage as a congregation and our relationship to God. But our past does not determine our future. We’ll talk about how well the Caldwell branch of our heritage served the streetcar suburb of Elizabeth, how two members of this congregation became moderators of our denomination, how we helped found other churches in Charlotte —including Seigle Avenue, and how so many members moved away that Caldwell was on the verge of closing. We were about to enter our lesser version of Babylonia from which we needed to be redeemed. We need to know about these things to understand who we are today. 

We’ll also hear about the Seigle Avenue branch of our heritage. It was founded as a cooperative effort of several Presbyterian churches to provide a church near a public housing project. We’ll hear about its struggle during the period of racial integration when many of its members left and the housing project became predom​inantly black. We’ll hear about how it welcomed and served everyone regardless of color, social and economic status, and sexual preference. We’ll hear that changes took place that resulted in many of its members’ leaving to enter their Babylonian period. Some began joining the Caldwell Church last year. They make up a sizable portion of Caldwell’s membership today. We need to know these things to understand who we are today.
I don’t like to talk about myself in a sermon, but God made it possible for me to serve as your pastoral leader. While serving you I’ve had a number of disabling physical ailments, but God used the medical profession to bring me through. Last year while under medication, I went to sleep driving and woke up sliding down Park Road in a car that was upside down after breaking a power pole in half and flipping three times. The car was totally demolished, but I didn’t get a single scratch or bruise. Everyone who saw the car exclaimed that God must not be through with me yet. I believe that God wanted me to continue to serve you during this extremely exciting, gratifying, and crucial past year. 
We need to know our history in order to know who we are. We now are receiv​ing new members every month, many from other backgrounds. From this point on probably a majority of our new members will come from other backgrounds. Our attention needs to be directed toward the future, not the past. 
A little over a year ago our new thing started. God took an aging congregation that had all but set its date to die, a mob of unhappy people who couldn’t find a church that met their needs, and a pastor who had already retired four times, and did something new. It blended a classical Presbyterian worship service with African-American spirituals and a mixed race choir. It genuinely welcomed people of various races and ethnic groups, different sexual orientations, and a variety of social and economic conditions and made them into a caring congregation involved in community service, that other people from other backgrounds are joining every month.  
We know how important to us the new thing God is doing is. Perhaps we’re not all aware of its regional and national significance. The chief executive officer of our 7-county presbytery says that we are years ahead of the presbytery’s other churches in our progressiveness and inclusiveness and are an example to them. I know that everywhere I go in Charlotte people know about us and praise us. TV Channel 14 noted what we’re doing and ran a special story about us. The Charlotte Observer made us the feature story on page 1 on Easter Sunday morning. Our denominational monthly magazine, Presbyterians Today, features us in this month’s cover story on multicultural churches. Just think of our leadership potential! 

Jesus said to his disciples, 
14You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. 15No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven. 

We are now on the lampstand. One thing we must do is keep looking ahead. God has given us unique opportunities. Taking advantage of them requires our time, talents, and money, because without them the church’s work can’t be done. Members should receive pledge cards in the mail in about a week. As you make your pledge, remember that God’s word comes to us, “I am about to do a new thing; / now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?”
PRAYER

Grant us, O God, the perception to see the new thing and the heart to welcome it. Guide us in whatever we should do to help make it happen. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

