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A Whole New Creation

Isaiah 65:17-25, Revelation 21:1-6

I talked to several people this week who have been to the Gulf Coast recently and have seen first hand the devastation wrought by Hurricane Katrina.  

Candy Richard and Sheryl Pomerenk returned last Tuesday after traveling with a team from San Carlos to visit our sister city, Pass Christian, MI, which was practically wiped off the map by the storm.  Another friend of mine traveled to New Orleans this month to visit family.  And then last night at a dinner party, several people had just returned from a mission trip in New Orleans.

All of them were struck by the magnitude of the damage (“What you see on television just doesn’t do it justice!”) and the magnitude of rebuilding schools, homes, churches, whole neighborhoods and whole cities.

The word of God comes to real life circumstances like that, as it does in Isaiah.  

In fact, the final section of Isaiah (chapters 56-66) is God speaking to real life circumstances in Israel’s history that would also be described as unimaginable devastation and the overwhelming task of re-building a ruined and decimated Jerusalem.  

But it wasn’t a hurricane or a flood that destroyed their holy city.  It was Babylon at the height of her powers in the 6th century BC.  She defeated God’s people, carried the brightest and best away into exile and then left nothing standing of Jerusalem’s former glory.  Then when Babylon fell 50 years later and the exiles were allowed to return to their beloved city, they didn’t even recognize it.  Where was God’s house (Solomon’s temple), and what about their own homes and fields and vineyards, now taken over by other inhabitants?  

It is hard for us to imagine the devastation and the discouragement of that moment in time for Israel.  And just like with Katrina, they tried to understand the reasons behind it.  What had they done to bring such a catastrophe upon their own heads, and what must they do differently now?  

With Katrina we point to neglected levees, irresponsible government, climate change, racism and poverty.  In Jerusalem the two priestly groups argued about the importance of the temple and the purity of their worship.

Into all the devastation and arguing, the re-creating Word of God speaks.  

As I studied Isaiah, I was reminded of the words that were spoken by Darrell Scott many years ago after his daughter, Rachel, was killed in the Columbine shootings in Littleton, Colorado, on April 20, 1999.  He spoke to a special judiciary committee of Congress that was trying to understand what was behind this tragedy, and he read them this poem that he wrote:

Your laws ignore our deepest needs,

Your words are empty air.

You’ve stripped away our heritage,

You’ve outlawed simple prayer.

Now gunshots fill our classrooms,

And precious children die.

You seek for answers everywhere,

And ask the question “Why?”

You regulate restrictive laws,

Through legislative creed.

And yet you fail to understand,

That God is what we need!

In the midst of all the devastation, God’s creative Word speaks to that need.

Isaiah 65:17-25, Revelation 21:1-6
Be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating…says the Lord.
The Hebrew word is bara, to create.  And the only subject of that Hebrew verb found in scripture is God.  It is an active participle, meaning that it is still going on; I am creating.  

The new creation that Isaiah describes in our passage is a complete reversal of their horrible circumstances.

· Instead of sadness, Jerusalem is a joy.

· Instead of shame, God actually delights in Jerusalem and delights in God’s people.

· Instead of children dying in infancy or adults dying young, everybody lives to be at least 100.

· Instead of building a house that others inhabit or planting a vineyard and someone else reaps the harvest, you will live in your own home and work your own land and enjoy the fruits of your labor.

· Instead of bearing children for calamity, there will be blessing.  No more hurting or destroying, even among the animals!

And at the heart of it is verse 24 – Before they call I will answer, while they are yet speaking I will hear.  It is the reversal of what was wrong at the beginning of the chapter:

I said, “Here I am, here I am,” to a nation that did not call on my name.  I held out my hands all day long to a rebellious people, who walk in a way that is not good, following their own devices.

This, my friends, is the most critical piece of God’s new creation.  God is creating a new God-orientation inside us, where God calls and we answer.  Because, of all the things we long to see built up around us – peace, security, an abundant harvest and our children’s welfare – the centerpiece in it all is a transformed and restored God-relatedness.

The prophet Jeremiah puts it this way:

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.  It will not be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt – a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, says the Lord.  But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the 
least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.  (Jer. 31:31-34)

Isn’t this what David was praying in Psalm 51?  

Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me.  

And isn’t this what God promised to do through the prophet Ezekiel (36:26)?

A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.

Of all the ruins that need rebuilding in our world, the most important of all is our ruined relationship with our Creator God.

You seek for answers everywhere,

And ask the question “Why?”…

And yet you fail to understand,

That God is what we need!

As many of you know, we have a wonderful sanctuary piano that was given to us by Twyla and Gordon Lunn about 30 years ago.  The story is that Gordon’s mother used this piano to teach her young piano students in New York City, one of whom was the 5-year-old Leonard Bernstein.  

That special piano is not here right now, this is a replacement piano.  Ours is in the piano shop being made new.  The old insides are being removed, and new insides will be installed in what is already an exceptional instrument, an overhaul that was desperately needed.  When we get our piano back several months from now, Paul tells us that it will be amazingly “responsive, sensitive and dynamic.”  It is a costly re-creation funded by your gifts to the music program and some generous donors, but well worth it.

There is a costly transformation that God is doing inside of us; it’s a whole new creation inside what is already an exceptionally precious instrument – God’s people made in God’s image.  The goal is to make us what we were designed to be in the first place:  amazingly and delightfully responsive to our Creator.  

The best window we have into this re-creative work of God is not so much the recreation of our sanctuary piano, but this sacrament of communion.  

Here we remember, touch, take into ourselves what God did and is doing in the life and death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  And what God did is what Ezekiel and Jeremiah and Isaiah promised: the removal of our heart of stone.  In his death we put to death that heart in us that does not respond to God, and in his resurrection we are given a new heart, Jesus’ heart, that calls out to God and trusts in God and lives for God.

Mark Labberton puts it this way:  

We share the universal need to be turned inside out (from being absorbed with ourselves to being absorbed with love for God and our neighbor)… This transformation is the most difficult thing in the world.  Why else would it require the death of God’s only Son?  It is the highest price for the most costly and difficult change.

The Gospel message of Easter is about this costly overhaul in our lives.  Jesus’ life, death and resurrection bringing God’s new creation into our history, our time, our devastation, our ruins, our 
lives.  And the center of that re-creation and re-building is a new God-orientation within us, giving us the ability to be responsive, sensitive and dynamically tuned to God.

Be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating…says the Lord.  Notice the active particle, that it is going on all the time, including right now.  For I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight.  I will rejoice in Jerusalem, and delight in my people…says the Lord.
� Mark Labberton, The Dangerous Act of Worship, p. 75.





