What’s New? And Who Is In Charge?

So I walked into the Hospice of Yuma Thrift Store and I said to one of the wonderful gracious volunteer ladies who serve behind the counter, “What’s new?’ We then spent some minutes commenting on the irony of such a question being asked in a second hand store! However, newness is not a concept of vintage or coinage. Yes, some things are new because they are recently made, pristine, still in the bubble wrap. But newness is also a matter of perception. It has been said that even ancient music is new to us the first time that we hear it. Reading an ancient text for the first time is a new experience. Granted, some things are better when they are new rather than old, as, for example, coffee when it is freshly brewed, and some things are better when they are older, as in fine wine I am told.


The Scriptures today speak of a new reality being realized through the actions of God and the influence of God in Creation, and we have an understanding that Creation isn’t fully accomplished yet and it is constantly being rendered anew by God working upon it. To the Hebrews in exile in Isaiah, there is the promise of renewed freedom and reinstatement in their own land, which is still the Promised Land. For St. Paul (and I insist on the honorific, for these people are called Saints for a reason) the experience of Jesus Christ within himself is always promising him new heights and new insights. And in the Gospel, Jesus himself gives new understanding to an old, continuing situation.


Isaiah the Prophet begins with the words, “Thus says the Lord.” These words have more impact and more weight to the hearers than they usually have now. When God speaks, everyone listens and it presupposes that God is the lord of life and events and has a purpose in all things, the creator is still creating and making new. It was truly the understanding of the time, that God is in charge, our times and culture assumes that humanity is in charge, and if not, then no one is. What a sad, sad commentary on the created’s appreciation of the Creator.


The author goes on to say, “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.” This follows a recap of, and an allusion to, the delivery of the people in the Exodus through the Red Sea, and the defeat of the following army. The author is not saying that the people should forget their history, which would be a denial of much of the Jewish Traditions and religious observances. Rather he is saying “do not dwell on the past or remember only the events where God acted.” To do so is to think of God only in past events and past times, thus giving rise to the concept of a Past God who is no longer effective in the present.


“I am about to do a new thing.” God has to be realized as working in both past and future, and in working in the present to bring about that future. This does not imply that God is to be seen as a Puppet Master controlling the actions and motives of the Created. More realistically, the will and the purpose of God is seen to be mingled with the will and purposes of God’s free creations – us. In that context, God is working to reestablish his people in their land, he chooses not to lift and transplant them bodily (which he could do) but rather to accomplish his goal through human agencies and with human cooperation.


“Do you not perceive it?” What a question. God is involved in contemporary situations, whether with the Jews in exile in the Book of Isaiah or with worshipping Contemporary Christians, but the perception of both seems to be that God “was” rather than God “is.” God worked, delivered, acted, but what has he done recently? That is the question that is being asked. It is also true that God is seldom seen to be acting on the “world” stage by many, rather God is seen to be more intimately involved with personal events, such as: my child’s baptism, my parent’s illness, my illness, my depression, my abandonment by him. Yes, God works there, but he also works, as he has promised, in the grand scheme of creation and events. You know how God has worked in your past, our country’s past and the world’s past. What do you see god doing now? Can you see the future taking shape?


St. Paul is also making a point of the presence and nature of Jesus in his life and its impact, but when he says, “I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Jesus Christ, my Lord,” he is not saying that he is going to forget all that brought him to that state. To do so would be to deny his very self, his persona, his formation. True, he has lost a great deal of prestige, of influence, of personal ambition – remember the fire breathing Saul of old who has been transformed. But it was that person who has been augmented and been made into a useful instrument in god’s workshop – an instrument that also has a mind of its own! He is not saying that one should ignore the past or consider it to be evil (as many newly zealous Christians do) but to find new meaning in it as it is further shaped by the presence and actions of Jesus Christ in one’s life.


He says, “I press on to make it my own, because Jesus Christ has made me his own.” And, while giving his readers an analogy and a model of the Christian pilgrimage of faith, he also expresses his sense of what is new – a new life filled with the presence of the risen Christ – and who is in charge (Jesus has made him [and for “him” read “us”] his own and is using his gifts and talents to effect change in the world at large). In this mutually beneficial arrangement, God the Son is having an impact on the created order, on Creation, and St. Paul is fulfilled in knowing his purpose and his goal in informing as much of the world as he is able of the joy and blessing it is to have Christ in his life. We are not all St. Paul, many of us do not have his gifts and talents, but we do have that same relationship with Christ. And by deed, by action, we can impact, if not the whole of creation, at least our part of it. And if we all do that, then the world will also know who is in charge.


Jesus himself, in today’s Gospel, uses an allegory in the form of a parable to suggest to those who were listening that the history of the Hebrew people is replete with those who assumed they were in charge. This is seen in their rejection of God’s word through the abuse and denial of the prophets and messengers of old, and what they intend to do towards himself. A perfect example of those who do not learn from history being doomed to repeat it. Again, history should not be forgotten, but, there is a new wrinkle, a new spin. “If,” Jesus says, “those who fulfill their destiny in killing himself, they will find themselves to be severely dealt with,” and he quotes two verses from the Old Testament (Psalm 118:22-23, Isaiah 8:15). The first alluding to his key place in the future of the people and the world – the key stone which holds up the building, and the second speaking of the devastating effect that his resurrection will have on them all. Looking to the future, there will be a new reality and a new realization of how God, Father, son and Holy Spirit, will be impacting and working in the world the Son died for. How do you see God working in your world? Is it parochial? Or does it have national and Global ramifications? I just hope that your God is not too small, and that you let him be in charge. 


Amen. 

