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Beloved of God, have you ever known a time so dark or a night so long that it seemed the light of dawn would not arrive?  The metaphor of night is well known and often used in literature and in verse.  Ellie Wiesel’s renowned book detailing the horrors of his internment during the Holocaust is named, simply and aptly, Night.  In the 1500’s a Carmelite monk known as St. John of the Cross, penned a treatise entitled, The Dark Night of the Soul.  This work takes us on a spiritual journey through the loneliness that can interrupt one’s life.  And I will show my age but Brook Benton’s It’s a Rainy Night in Georgia or Kris Kristofferson’s Help Me Make it through the Night both lift up the difficulty of being caught before an endless horizon of darkness and distance.  

And though I am a person of optimism and hope, I truly feel as if our nation, indeed our world, is enduring a period of night.  I will not rehearse the litany of losses or inventory the injuries that have happened as we, in this nation, have weathered a protracted and unattractive campaign season, or as we as citizens of the world have been made subject to the free fall of markets and money, or the stinging reality that every day somewhere on this earth 30,000 children die because of the effects of poverty.
  Instead, I will note we are not the first people to have felt the allegorical absence of the sun’s warmth or endured the deep metaphorical darkness of night.  

The people of God whom we know from the pages of our Old Testament have also known seasons of night.  In fact, when we meet the Israelites in our morning Hebrew text, we encounter them in the middle of the night.  You see, the setting of this portion of Isaiah’s text, the setting in which God’s people find themselves; is one of deep difficulty.  Israel is in exile.  They have been separated from the peace and the prosperity they had once known; separated for over seventy years.  As they hear Isaiah’s words they are in bondage in Babylon and they are living under a rule that is not what they have known or for which they long.  God’s people, God’ chosen, are without the agency to make decisions for themselves, they are without the ability to determine their fate.  They can no longer orchestrate the way in which they are perceived on the world stage, even though once they and their capital were the envy of nations far and wide.  And they have found that nothing they can do on their own, not even the presence of the sheer force of their will, is enough to free them from this nightmarish existence.   

Community Church, our current position is not so different from Israel.  Though we have not been taken from our land, in our land those whose homes are in foreclosure must know the angst the Israelites felt.  And we, like Israel, now know what it feels like to be a nation whose capital (spelled with a) – and maybe even the one spelled with an “o” – is no longer the gold standard.  We have been rudely awakened from a time when our ability to rely on institutions that once seemed as strong as the granite from which they are carved, is now diminished.  And we have had to face again the ugly specter of the fear of difference when men and women can be interviewed on public radio and declare that they will not vote for a particular candidate because he is too different and he might, if he gets into office, and I quote “help only his people”.

Like Israel we have been separated from the peace and the prosperity that we once knew and are living under regulations that are not what we hoped for.  Like Israel, we are God’s people, and like Israel, we seem so far from the cusp of day; but, here is the good news; night is always followed by the morning’s light.

Israel has known the length and the depth of the night but now in Isaiah 43 they stand on the cusp of morning.  God has said to them remember me; I am the one who created you.  Remember me, I formed you.  Fear not.  Israel’s God says, though I know you are in the midst of an experience of darkness, though I know you cannot believe what has befallen you; my chosen ones, my beloved ones fear not; for I have redeemed you, I have called you by your name, I know who you are and I know you are mine.

God says to Israel, here is what I am about to do.  I am going to do a new thing.  But first, I want you to remember that I am the Lord who brought you through the sea, I am the one who made that mighty path through the waters, I am the one who did not allow the horses or chariots of the Egyptian Pharaoh to follow you.  I want you to remember these things but only for a moment.  Remember them so you can extract from them the lessons that are important – that I am your God and I love you, that I am your God and I will not leave or forsake you – remember all of the miraculous moments through which I have brought.  Now, get them in mind, remember them, savor them but do not dwell on them, because I am about to do something even greater, something you have never seen before.  I am about to go beyond what you can imagine, I am about to answer prayers you have not even yet prayed.  I am about to bring you to a new place in a new way and give you a new understanding of my power, made real through you.  I am about to do a new thing!  

Look hard Israel, God seems to be saying, look hard with eyes of faith.  Can you see it?  Can you see the light of a new way, a new day?  It’s hard to perceive but believe me, its coming.   From a land of exile, from the darkness of night, I am about to bring you out.  My beloved ones, God seems to be saying, you are standing on the cusp of freedom, on the cusp of hope, on the cusp of morning.

And Community Church, we are positioned likewise.  Our God says to us, I want you to remember that I am the Lord who brought you through recessions and depressions before, remember the 30’s, remember the 80’s and even the 90’s.  I am the one who made a path into and through the civil rights era and made you into a country where your pastor can be different from all of the other pastors in Barrington and that difference does not matter.  I am the one who did not allow the horses or chariots of a confused and hateful few steal your spirit though they tumbled your towers.  I want you to remember these things but only for a moment.  Remember them so you can extract from them the lessons that are important – that I am your God and I love you, that I am your God and I will not leave or forsake you – remember all of the miraculous moments through which I have brought your family, your nation and my world in the past.  Now, get them in mind, remember them, savor them but do not dwell on them, because I am about to do something even greater, something you have never seen before.  I am about to go beyond what you can imagine, and answer prayers that you have not yet prayed.  We are standing on the cusp of morning and our God is about to do a new thing!  

Community Church I can feel it, and I can see it here in Barrington.  I know God is doing a new thing because our own Ministerial Alliance is working together at new levels of engagement and new levels of agreement.  We have even chosen to take out an ad in the Courier that invites people in times of instability to come together around that which is stable, Jesus Christ the same yesterday, to day and forever.
  And let me pause here for a moment because the Ministerial Alliance represents a theologically far ranging group, yet for the first time in a long time, we are moving together for the good of our community and in the name of God.  

God is doing a new thing in our church and we can see it as we watch our youth demand the opportunity to talk about issues of importance; issues of the economy, issues of hospitality, issues regarding how to make wise choices in the world.  They are interested in arguing about what justice means and how equity might be applied.  They are focused on what it means to accept and follow Christ.  There is a new voice, a new power, a new hope rising up in our youth.  No longer is their generation willing to sit on the sidelines of a world that will soon be in their hands but with a new energy and focus they are engaging.  God is doing a new thing.   

God is doing a new thing in asking us to imagine how our faith and our lives intersect.  And more and more of you are pushing for ways for our church to be more spiritually aware and grounded and more equipped to apply that spiritual and biblical wisdom in the world.  In fact two members of this church are devoting hundreds of hours to studying the intersection of faith and the common good and will soon bring their wisdom back to us to help us imagine how we might do the same. Wayne Jacobsen and Phil Tardrew are a part of the new thing God is doing.  

And each of you, as you gather on Sunday morning or Wednesday night, as you take your bulletins home and pray for the men and women, situations and circumstances that are listed each Sunday; as you read and study God’s word, each of you is part of God’s new thing on the corner of Lincoln and Grove.

And what is that new thing?   

Is it the new energy we feel?  Not exactly.  Is it the growth we have seen?  Not exactly.  The new thing that God is doing does not begin with anything we can count.  The new thing God is doing does not begin with anything we do.  The new thing that God is doing begins with who we are.  The new thing God is doing is in our hearts.  The new thing God is doing is awakening us to our need for him and for his word and for his strength.  And though Paul wrote 1,000’s of years after Isaiah, it is Paul who gives us a new understanding of Isaiah’s words.  Paul tells us in his second letter to the church at Corinth, the new thing that God is doing, the new thing that has brought us to the cusp of morning is this, if anyone is in Christ, he or she is a new creation.  The new thing is as we are more and more aligned with Jesus, the Christ, as we are more and more filled by Christ’s spirit and empowered by Christ’s word, we are becoming a new people, a new movement, a new hope.  As we are in Christ we are made new and morning’s light grows increasingly bright.  

If anyone is in Christ, he or she is made brand new.  But before we go too far, we must notice that this sentence begins with the little word “if”.  If anyone is in Christ he or she loves the Savior.  If anyone is in Christ he or she is engaged with his word, challenged by its guidance and filled with questions and a desire to know more and to live better.  To be in Christ means we have accepted the gift of being in relationship with Jesus and see him as you Savior and Lord.  The sentence begins with if, but for those who answer not if but as I am in Christ, then indeed all things are made new.

In Isaiah God says I am doing a new thing and in his letter to the church at Corinth Paul tells us as we are in Christ, we are that new thing.  The old days of being frightened by the darkness of night is replaced with the fervent hope that we stand and we will stand on the cusp of morning, because the Lord we serve has defeated darkness and extends a promise that we are welcomed into the marvelous light.  The old habit of focusing on what benefits only our group is gone because we now see ourselves in relationship with everyone Christ was in relationship with and that is the high and the mighty and the least and the left out.  As we are made new in Christ, the old thoughts that say you are different from my kith and my kind and therefore not a part of me are no more because we see in our difference the many members of the body of Christ and we seek to learn from those who are different how we might be ambassadors of God’s love for the world.  

As Paul says Christ has turned us from enemies to friends and we must now be a new thing in the world, looking for ways to make connections in places where connections have been broken, looking for new ways to reach out and find common ground where none has existed, looking for new ways to make others not only our friends but friends with the one we love and serve, the one we call Christ.   

As you and I are in Christ we are made brand new and stand on the cusp of morning.  God is doing a new thing in us.  God is doing a new thing with us.  Fear not, God knows who we are, God has called us by our names, we are God’s.  As we are in Christ the words of our quiet meditation become our mantra, Lift up your faces, for you have a piercing need for the bright morning, dawning for you.  History, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but if faced with courage, need not be lived again.  Lift up your eyes upon this day breaking for you.  Give birth again to the dream . . . God’s dream of hope and love, righteousness and faith for all the world.  Here on the pulse of this new day may you have the grace to look up and out and into your sister’s eyes, your brother’s face, your country’s soul; and say, simply with hope, good morning!
� UNCEF statistic.  Please see http://www.globalissues.org/article/26/poverty-facts-and-stats.
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