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A Whole New World
Isaiah 65:17-25

All of us have our ways of handling the pressures and trials of life. We’ve each discovered ways of coping to carry on in the midst of difficult days.

Some, scream “Calgon take me away” as they sink into a hot bath.

Others hit the golf course or head off on the hiking trails.
Still others of us will seek out someone to whom we pour out what we’re feeling.
In some way or another, most of the time at least, we figure out a way to continue life in the midst of difficult circumstances.
As for me, I listen to one of my favorite songs, Louie Armstrong’s What a Wonderful World. Whenever things start to get a bit crazy for me, I will put the disc in the cd player and tune it to track 1, What a Wonderful World, and set it to play continuously. It has a way of soothing the soul for me, of giving me a sense of perspective when the world seems as if it’s caving in on me.
By the time it’s played a few times, I discover that I’m no longer listening to the words or the melody, but the echoes reverberate in my mind. Then, sustained by the majestic swirl of text, tune, and voice, it’s as if I’m plucked from the travails I’m facing and taken to a new world where “I see skies of blue and clouds of white” and my spirit is renewed once more.

And it is a wonderful world in which we live. Ours is a world where children still laugh and dance and sing. Ours is a world where couples still stand before God and a congregation pledging that they will love each other, as Lewis and Emily did in this sanctuary a few weeks ago.

During this Thanksgiving week, each of us in our own ways will be looking at the world around us and giving thanks. We will rejoice at the blessings we see—especially those blessings that Thanksgiving enables us to bring to mind—and, if we look closely, we’ll discover anew the beauty and majesty of God’s good creation.

Thanksgiving, you see, begins with the understanding that everything that exists comes to us as gifts from our loving God. I don’t know about you, but I know at some point this week, as I reflect on what I have to be thankful for, “I’ll say to myself, what a wonderful world.”

Of course, you know the truth as well as I do: though it may be a wonderful world, it’s also a broken world. Look around. It doesn’t take long to see the signs. We live in a broken world.

This week, as the death toll rises following another natural disaster hit Bangladesh, my mind—like many around the world—went back to the tsunami and sounded that dreaded refrain, “Oh no, not again.”
The phone rings and another member from this community of faith is back in the hospital, and together we think, “Oh no, not again.”

We learn that another family is torn apart by anger and the thought wells up within us, “Oh no, not again.”

Ours is world where “Oh no, not again” sounds far too often. It doesn’t take us long to realize the brokenness around us. It doesn’t take long to discover that this wonderful world is a broken world in need of redemption. If you have any doubt, listen with attentive ears this week and all around you you’ll hear the voices, “Oh no, not again.”

But that is not the final word. Right through that awareness of our brokenness God speaks a word of promise and hope. Isaiah sings of it so beautifully, and I especially like the way Eugene Peterson translates it The Message: “Pay close attention now: I’m creating new heavens and a new earth. All the earlier troubles, chaos, and pain are things of the past, to be forgotten. Look ahead with joy. Anticipate what I’m creating: I’ll create Jerusalem as sheer joy, create my people as pure delight….No more sounds of weeping in the city, no cries of anguish; no more babies dying in the cradle, or old people who don’t’ enjoy a full lifetime; one-hundredth birthdays will be considered normal—anything less will seem like a cheat….”
 “Wolf and lamb will graze the same meadow, lion and ox eat straw from the same trough, but snakes—they’ll get a diet of dirt! Neither animal nor human will hurt or kill anywhere on my Holy Mountain,” says God.
Because life is so fragile in this broken world, God gives us the promise of a day when things will be set right. No more crying or pain or tears. A whole new heaven and a whole new earth. No premature death. No diseases which take away the memory. No children without enough to eat. No relationships that fall apart. And the wolf and the lamb will lie together.
It’s a wonderful promise, but sometimes it seems a bit too good to be true. As Woody Allen quipped, “The wolf and the lamb may lie down together, but the lamb’s not going to get very much sleep.”
Sometimes the promise doesn’t seem true, because so much around us screams that it’s not. It’s hard to imagine a day when crying will be no more when we hear the cries of so many people. It’s hard to dream of a day when the wolf and the lamb will get along, because we see the conflict with which the world is wracked. It’s hard to imagine a world where all of these promises of God are true, because around us and within us are things which scream that they’re not true.
We live in a broken world and we’re given the promise of God that things will be made right. And even though the promise seems too good to be true, it’s that very promise that gives us strength for the living of today.
The Christian Century once ran an article about Christian hope. The author indicated that what he discovered in the wake of September 11th is that those who had been through the most were the most filled with hope. His conclusion was that, far from having their faith shaken by tragedy, those in the midst of pain found more fertile soil for their hope than they had before.

And he wasn’t talking about a shallow, superficial hope that refused to recognize the pain. What he found in these people was a people who were able to imagine otherwise, folks who would not let Isaiah’s vision of a perfect day be forgotten or dismissed.
About fifteen years ago there was a group of African Americans at a denominational senior high conference that I was a part of who sang a spiritual together. It began, “I don’t know why I have to cry. I don’t know why I have to die. But there will be a perfect day.”
The lead singer of the group was a guy nicknamed Big Blue. He was a giant of a person and had a heart just as large. The whole community loved him. He would sing the main parts, and all around him there was a choir sounding the repeated refrain, “There will be a perfect day. Be a perfect day. Be a perfect day.”
It was a moving part of worship that week.

Two weeks after the conference, Big Blue was killed in an auto accident. I attended the funeral, at which the same group, now minus its lead singer, stood to sing.
“I don’t know why, I have to cry. I don’t know why I have to die. But there will be a perfect day.” Be a perfect day. Be a perfect day.
It was an amazing testimony. We in the congregation were still wracked by grief, but undergirding all that we were as a gathered community of faith was the promise of God: “There will be a perfect day.” And there, in the midst of our brokenness and pain, we found a way to hope in the promise of God once more, no matter what the evidence suggested about its possibility.

And that’s what the world needs from us in the church today. The world needs to be reminded that God’s love for creation will not be thwarted. The world needs to hear, especially now, that one day there will be peace. The world needs folks who are willing to be scoffed at for speaking the promise of God that things will be made right.
You see, it is to this world that is so filled with our cries of “Oh no, not again” that God sends a messenger with the good news.
Crying? Oh no, says God. Never again.
Death and dying? Oh no, says God. Never again.
Conflict and war? Oh no, says God. Never again.
All that haunts us, all that causes us to exclaim with deep passion, “Oh no, not again” God has broken with the promise, “Oh, no, my child. Never again.” Never again. There will be a perfect day. Be a perfect day. Be a perfect day.

You and I—the whole church—are called to be stewards of that vision, and we will be as we live today in light of what God has promised to do.
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