Take Heart in What’s New

Isaiah 65:17-25 and Revelation 21:1-5

Well, my friends, here we are, together, on the very first day of a brand new year.  We are exactly one week from the joyful celebration of Christmas Day – exactly one week since we remembered the story of a most wonderful birth, since we welcomed the baby Jesus here among us, once again.  And welcoming the tiny baby Jesus means that so much is new!  For Mary, we can imagine, that the first week of her infant’s life would have brought constant change and learning as the baby begins to learn about his world and as the new mother begins to learn about her child.  Welcoming a new child into a family, through birth, through adoption or as a foster family, means that everything is new and different – it is a time of discovery and of wonder.  The new family must learn, together, how to negotiate schedules, how to help the child learn to eat and to sleep and to be comforted, and the new family must learn how to grow and change, learn and thrive, together.  We can imagine that Mary and Joseph, with a one-week-old infant having joined their household, would be tired and sleep-deprived today (Jesus was the Son of God, but all the same, I’m certain he was still not sleeping through the night as a newborn!), but awed with the amazing experience of seeing this new little person change and grow every single day.  Watching their baby discover his body, his hands, his parents, his surroundings…watching their new baby discover his world would mean that everything would be made new for them, too.  Behold, Mary and Joseph, through your tiny baby, God is making your lives new.  Behold, Mary and Joseph, through your tiny baby, God is making all our lives new.  Behold, Mary and Joseph, through your tiny baby, God is making all things new.


The joyful celebration of that birth compels us to take heart in all that is new, to live out the joy reflected in the African-American spiritual Go, Tell it on the Mountain.  We are compelled to go and tell it on the mountain that Jesus Christ is born, and now, in and through him, all things have been made new.


Christmas having come and gone means that we, too, are in the midst of discovering again all that is new.  Jesus has been born.  The Christ child is here, born into the world once again, and the Christmas celebration is a reminder for us of all that is new in the world because of it.  Through Jesus, in Jesus, because of Jesus, the whole world is new again for us.  


Go, tell it on the mountain, Jesus Christ is born, and all things have been made new.


The idea that God makes all things new, that God’s reign of love and of light would be inaugurated right here on earth is a refrain found over and over again in the Bible, both in the Hebrew Bible and in the New Testament.  This morning, we heard Rachel read aloud from the prophecy of Isaiah: “I am about to create a new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind.  But be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight…no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, or the cry of distress…”  God reveals to Isaiah the wonderful new creation that is coming…a time when peace will reign, when weeping will be no more, when love will be thrown over all the earth.  And, again, in the New Testament, in the Revelation to John, we hear these words that Rachel read earlier, “See, the home of God is among mortals.  He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples and God himself will be there with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes…”  And the voice of God says to John, “See, I am making all things new.”


And with the birth of Jesus, indeed, all things have been made new.  As promised, as foretold, God is dwelling here among us.  The home of God is among mortals.  We are God’s people.  Emmanuel, God with us, is here.  And not only that – in Jesus’ coming, with Jesus’ birth, comes an invitation.  We are invited into this work of bringing God’s reign of love and peace to be here on earth.  In Jewish tradition and thought, this invitation is called tikkun olam, which means “to heal the world.”  The Jewish people believe that it is our work, our role, our calling to be God’s partners in this work.  And Jesus comes to affirm that belief, to invite each one of us into intimate and loving relationship with God – but also to show us that we are, indeed, called to be God’s partners in this most holy work of healing the world, of making the world over in the way that God would want us to make it over.  

The fact that the new creation, God’s new and loving reign here on earth is imagined as a “New Jerusalem,” a new city, says to me that God believes that the human project is still very good.  Rather than imagine a new creation where our cities, our structures, our way of doing things, and our very lives will be no more, the Bible instead foretells of a time when our very cities – our very human edifices -- will be made new.  But God will not give up on us.  The human project, the human creation, that God deemed good in Genesis is still very good.  We are invited into God’s work of healing the broken places.  We are invited to help bring light to dark places.  We are invited to help bring love where there is loneliness.  We are invited to help bring peace where there is violence and unrest.  We are invited to help to create our cities as a joy and all their people as a delight.  The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., spoke in a sermon about his conviction that the New Jerusalem, God’s new creation, was a present and always-coming reality.  In one of his final sermons, Dr. King said “Thank God for John, who centuries ago, out on a lonely, obscure island called Patmos caught a vision of a New Jerusalem descending out of heaven from God, who heard a voice saying, ‘Behold I make all things new — former things are passed away.’ God grant that we will be participants in this newness. … If we will but do it, we will bring about a new day of justice and brotherhood and peace. And that day the morning stars will sing together.”
  Go, tell it on the mountain.  Let the morning stars sing together.  Go, tell it on the mountain.  Jesus Christ is born, and all things are made new.  


The year itself is made new.  The calendar itself is a reminder of the change that comes into the world following the birth of Jesus.  Each one of us, as individuals, is embarking on a new phase of our unique earthly journey today.  Each one of us has our own hopes, goals, dreams, and resolutions for the year that is to come.  Each one of us has our own longings and expectations about the year that is to come.  For each one of us, 2012 is a blank canvas…a new page…no matter what 2011 has been like for us, with the turning of the year, we are all faced with the same question: what will our story be this year?  What will we accomplish?  What do we hope for?  As God makes all things new in and for each one of us, how will our lives unfold?   

What is the story will we tell with the living of our lives this year?  


The year is also made new for this church family, for all of us together.  Together, we, the congregation of the First Baptist Church in Beverly stand on the edge of a new year of possibility, of challenge, of excitement, of energy, of joy, of hope, of expectation as, together, we seek to discern God’s will and calling for us in this new year.  We seek to faithfully follow that calling so that we might continue to live and tell our shared story in a way that is faithful to our God and to our call and our responsibility as the Church of Jesus Christ living and breathing and growing in the world.  


2012 will surely bring changes for us as a church family.  We know that.  2012 is the year in which we must complete our work together with Rick Harris, our interim minister.  We know that, as an interim, Rick’s stay with us is time-bound.  The summer will come, and he will have to leave us, and we will have to let him go with gratitude and with thanksgiving for his work and stay among us.  And we know that we have work to do before he goes.  Together, we will need to seek to hear God’s calling for us, for our future, for the work God would have us do – and continue to do – in the world.  Where is God leading the faithful people of the First Baptist Church in Beverly?  What is the work to which we must faithfully commit and recommit ourselves?  

It is no secret that there is much work to be done.  There is the work of outreach ministries that are a witness to the love of Jesus out in the world…the work of educational ministries for all ages that encourage God’s people to learn, to grow, to question, to explore the amazing stories of our faith…the work of youth ministries that bring together young people, some of whom you see participating in worship with me today, not only from our church family, but from the wider community and the human family, that bring youth together with adult advisors of all ages, so that they might know of God’s love and so that they can grow to be strong and assured adults out in the world, with toolboxes of faith and strength assembled right here in this church and with a community of faith and love behind them, always, on which they can rely as they grow into adulthood and make their way into the world…the work of pastoral ministries that bring care and love and support, the touch and the face of a loving God to those who are sick, or in the hospital, or recovering at home…through visits, through meals, through prayer shawls, through cards and calls…the work of a ministry to and of God’s presence through worship, where we can gather together in the presence of our God and give thanks, and pray, raise our joys and concerns, be moved by the music of our faith…oh, there is work to be done together in 2012, my friends – there is God’s work to be done.  And the work of a life of faith takes not only our commitment and our love, but it also takes great courage on each of our parts.  It takes great courage to affirm the importance of that work.  Great courage to commit to something so much bigger than ourselves – bigger not only than ourselves as individual people, but bigger and greater, even, than shared self as one congregation of Jesus Christ here in the world.  We will be committing – re-committing – ourselves to the work of tikkun olam, the work of healing the world, the work of living in such a way that all of God’s people may know that Jesus Christ has been born into the world in and through us, that Jesus love shines in the world in and through us, and that in and through us, all things are being made new.  Committing to that work, that witness, that love is a courageous act of very great faith…it will take courage from each of us to overcome challenges to that commitment.  

We will need to overcome especially our financial challenges.  They cannot be ignored.  My friends, those challenges are real.  And we will have to overcome challenges that overwork and fatigue and stress bring into our lives, and, my friends, those challenges are real.  And we will have to overcome challenges that society brings into our lives – sports, birthday parties, gatherings…everything possible is now scheduled on Sundays, just as our schedules for the rest of the week are overfull and overly taxing.  Making the commitment to stand up to those societal pressures to say instead that being a community of faith, that living as people of faith in the world will take courage.  My friends, those challenges are real.  If you have noticed them…if you have felt them – know that you are not alone in that.  We notice and feel them, too.  But know, too, that neither do any of us have to be alone in confronting these challenges.  We can and will do it together.  


And, behold…Jesus Christ has been born, and God is making all things new.  My friends, even we ourselves are made new on this day.  And so I believe that together we can overcome these challenges together in 2012.  And I believe that we can rise to the occasion, that we can accept God’s invitation to work as God’s partners in healing the world.  I believe that we can.  And I believe that we can live and work and tell our story in such a way that the morning stars will sing together as Dr. King predicted.  I believe that we can.  Do you believe too?


God’s ultimate act of courageous love, the decision to be born among us, to come to earth as a tiny baby, should inspire us and instill in us the desire to live and love just as courageously.  We can take heart in that love.  Jesus Christ has been born into the world, and all things are made new.


Jesus Christ is born, and God’s endless love is breaking through in the world.


Go and tell it.  On the mountain, over the hills…everywhere.  Go and tell it.

  
Amen.    
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