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SUMMARY
Although Lent may seem to some to be a season of restrictions and limitations, in fact it provides us multiple opportunities for a fresh start. Every day is a new day with God.

AT A GLANCE
If you’ve faltered in your Lenten disciplines, you may feel guilty for failing to do what you promised yourself — and God — you’d do. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a reset? Isaiah, speaking for the Lord, promises something new. And Paul reminds us to forget what lies behind and look to what lies ahead.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The Norm of Jesus Devotion,” March 13, 2016. 

“So, how are you doing with your Lenten discipline?” You may ask your congregation this question … if you dare.
Does it seem a little dangerous to ask this question five weeks into Lent? Those who haven’t adopted a Lenten discipline by this time aren’t likely to do so. For those who have, chances are pretty good — human nature being what it is — that by now they’ve failed to follow through in one way or another.
We all know what it’s like to set out with great enthusiasm on a grand plan for some worthwhile project, then get lost in the weeds. Let’s say you decide to exercise more often, or eat healthy, or set aside a daily early-morning prayer time. Day One is great. Day Two, pretty good. But then comes that morning when you roll out of bed, fully intending to keep that contract with yourself and with God. Then you look at your to-do list for the day and it’s all over. Not today, you say to yourself. Too busy. Tomorrow will be better. Tomorrow comes, and the next day, and the next — and before you know it, you have a case of the guilts. The last thing you want to do is feel guilty, so you try not to think about it — which makes it even worse. When you do think about it, you feel even more guilty. It’s a vicious cycle, a downward spiral into self-humiliation.

Rivers in the Desert
It doesn’t have to be that way. Clearly, the prophet Isaiah doesn’t think so: “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old. I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” Then, to make sure no one misses the point, he adds some poetic color: “I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert” (43:18-19).
A road through the wilderness? Rivers coursing through the desert? How can that be?
Those verses belong, of course, to Second Isaiah — the middle portion of that hefty prophetic book that’s addressed to the Babylonian exiles. Who could possibly be more stuck in their spiritual lives — who more mired in spirit and despairing of finding a way out — than those displaced children of Israel? They’ve already been there for a generation or so. The younger ones among them have no memory of home, other than wistful tales told by their sad-eyed parents. Babylon is home, now, to many of them. Judah is a rapidly dispersing dream.
Responding to their guilt and despair, Isaiah weaves a powerful poetic vision. As he pictures the exiles marching triumphantly home — along that broad new wilderness road, pausing now and again to slake their thirst from swift, clear-flowing rivers — they will know who it is who cares for them, provides for them, and has declared they will be captives no more!
How small-minded are we to imagine that our disciplines — Lenten or otherwise — are broken beyond repair! We serve the wilderness road-builder, the river-wrangler and the desert gardener after all! There’s still a way ahead for us, if we are so bold as to take the first step.

Press On
Today’s epistle lesson is a guide to such a determined, resilient journey. In Philippians, chapter 3, Paul speaks with stunning honesty about the pitfalls in his own spiritual life and how he overcame them.
On the surface, Paul’s life — or, we should say, Saul’s, because this was pre-conversion — looked pretty good. He writes about it in the first verses of this chapter:
“...circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (3:5-6).
Saul thought he had it made, spiritually. He’d done the right thing, played by the rules, fulfilled the expectations of everyone around him. But there was one problem: he felt spiritually dead inside. That frustration, that suppressed rage, built up inside him. He began to focus it outward, on that new sect called “Christians.”
Saul, that uber-righteous Pharisee, traveled up and down the length of the land, hunting down Christians and turning them over to the authorities. Think of him as Jewish Taliban. His fanaticism drew praise from his fellow militants, but it didn’t make him any happier. On the contrary, the more he saw of Christians and their simple, joyful way of living, the more he began to wonder what was missing in his own life.
The book of Acts tells how Saul presided over the stoning of the martyr, Stephen. Saul ran the coat-check while the mob did their grisly work. The Acts account concludes with this chilling line: “And Saul approved of their killing him.” It goes on, shortly after, to say, “Saul was ravaging the church by entering house after house; dragging off both men and women, he committed them to prison” (Acts 8:1-3).
Saul, in short, was not a nice man. A chapter later, Acts tells how he was “breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord” (9:1). It’s vivid language: Saul was subsisting on his angry, bitter thoughts, breathing them in and breathing them out again. With each bitter breath, he became a little less human.
Finally, it all built to a crescendo of misery. Then he heard a voice one day, on the Road to Damascus — the voice of Jesus, saying, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” Saul became psychologically and spiritually unglued.
Three years later, he was back: a changed man. Wonder of wonders, miracle of miracles, Saul — that feared persecutor of Christians — had become a Christ-follower himself! Years later, he wrote these words to the Philippians, which convey the secret of how to get out of that place of feeling spiritually stuck: “… forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.”
To live a victorious Christian life, we need to forsake the pull of the past (“forgetting what lies behind”). We need to overcome the inertia of the present (“straining forward to what lies ahead”). Finally, we need to listen to the call of the future (“pressing on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus”).

The Pull of the Past
First, forsaking the pull of the past. Sometimes the past is our worst enemy. Things happened in all our pasts. Terrible, painful things. Things we’d rather not remember, but which, despite our best intentions to just leave them be, come back to haunt us. Blessed are we when we can set past pain aside!
The late Senator John McCain was famed not only for his service as a U.S. senator and a presidential candidate, but also as a war hero. As a young Navy pilot during the Vietnam War, McCain had been a POW after being shot down. In 2000, he returned to Vietnam and visited the lake near Hanoi into which he’d parachuted after ejecting from his stricken plane. He recalled how, on that day in 1967, the North Vietnamese had dragged him ashore, beaten him severely, then sent him off to more than five years of imprisonment — much of it in solitary confinement.
Reporters wanted to know how the senator felt about visiting Vietnam after all that time. Was he bitter? Was he angry? 
“I put the Vietnam War behind me a long time ago,” replied Senator McCain. “I harbor no anger, no rancor.” McCain turned out to be a leading advocate, in Congress, of more financial support for the Vietnamese government. He forsook what lay behind.
There’s an old story about the famous baseball pitcher, Orel Hershiser. In a book, Out of the Blue, Hershiser shares the secret of his success. Throughout his years of playing, he cultivated a peculiar focus as he ascended the pitcher’s mound. He acquired the ability to concentrate on the next pitch, and the next pitch only. He couldn’t afford to worry about bad pitches he’d thrown, or bad calls the umpire might have made. No sooner did these things happen, than Hershiser banished them from his mind. The only thing in the world was the next pitch.
In a similar way, we do well to give our full attention to each day as it comes. Yesterday is over and done with. We can’t change it, but it surely can change us, if we let it. Imagine what we could all accomplish, if we could direct our energy to one day, and one day alone, without fretting about the past. Now imagine that day is today.

The Inertia of the Present
The second thing we must do is overcome the inertia of the present. Paul speaks of this as “straining forward to what lies ahead.” It’s a familiar image to his athletics-loving Greek and Roman audience: the image of a footrace.
Those Greeks and Romans were big fans of stadium contests. These were largely military cultures. One way the soldiers of the Empire stayed in fighting trim was through what we’d call “track and field” events. Especially valued were the distance races: contests of fortitude and endurance. When Paul speaks of “straining forward to what lies ahead,” the image he’s using is that of a runner throwing his chest forward as he crosses the finish line. To run a footrace is to battle the physical force known as inertia. With each impact of his foot on the track, with each heaving breath, the runner moves closer to the goal.
Just as there’s physical inertia, there’s also such a thing as spiritual inertia. How easily we grow comfortable and complacent in our spiritual lives, holding tightly to the “same-old, same-old”! New hymn? I don’t want to learn it! Guitars and drums in the sanctuary? I don’t want any part of that. I can’t really tell you why not, but it just doesn’t feel like my tradition! What’s that, you say: you want me to get more actively involved in my church? I’ve been coming here for years, as a visitor, and I’m comfortable with that. No commitments for me!
There’s a word for the inertia of the present. It’s a fine old theological term, one that’s numbered among the Seven Deadly Sins. The word is “sloth.”
When most of us think of sloth, we think of laziness. But it’s more than that. True sloth is more than simply being a couch potato. Sloth is a kind of virus of the soul that keeps us from focusing on that which brings life and meaning.
Kathleen Norris is a Presbyterian elder who has written extensively about her spiritual journey. Her books, Dakota and The Cloister Walk, tell of her experiences as a visitor in a Benedictine monastery: how she, a writer and poet, discovered new meaning in the ancient contemplative tradition of Christianity.
After all that literary success, something happened to Kathleen’s spiritual life. Her husband got cancer and needed constant care. Her aging father needed more help and support than her aging mother could give him. So, Kathleen moved back to her native Honolulu, and cared for her husband and father. Here’s what she wrote about the experience:
“I could generally meet my responsibilities as a caregiver to my husband and my dying father, and help support my mother, but I felt dead inside. I dreaded waking in the morning, and sometimes went straight from bed to the couch, where I would watch television or do crossword puzzles until it became absolutely necessary to rouse myself to action. The hateful ‘noon-day demon’ of the desert monks had found me in the lush environs of Honolulu, and made me unable to respond to the beauty of the planet. I was a far weaker soul than I cared to admit, a person pathetically subject to the sin of sloth. We often think of sloth as a harmless form of physical laziness, and joke about how long it’s been since we vacuumed the carpet. But sloth is much more than laziness. It is an inability to concentrate on serious matters, and profound weariness of soul.”1
Kathleen learned it was all about her inability to focus. She felt pulled in so many different directions: so many chores to do, so many people who needed her help. She slipped into a kind of passivity, able to do only the bare minimum of what needed to be done.
Distractions can be more of a problem than many people realize. Think of the classic image of a lion-tamer at the circus. If you picture a lion-tamer, what sort of equipment does he or she have? A whip, surely. Maybe a pistol, to make a loud noise and frighten the beast. But there’s one other item of equipment you always see in a lion-tamer’s hand: a chair.
Now, why do you suppose that would be? The whip and the gun make sense, but why a chair?
The reason is that the four legs of the chair interfere with the lion’s visual perception. Wave a chair in front of a lion’s face, and the lion’s brain tries to focus on all four legs at once. This overloads the neural circuits. A kind of paralysis overwhelms the animal. The king of beasts becomes passive, weak, disabled — all because its attention is fragmented.
So, too, with us. We lose our ability to press forward to what lies ahead, sitting back on our haunches instead and just taking it all in.

The Call of the Future
The final thing we need to do, in the spiritual life, is listen to the call of the future. We “press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.” Having cast aside past regrets and broken free from the inertia of the present, the spiritual challenge is to open our hearts to the voice of God, who’s beckoning us into the future.
Why does the runner run? Unless he or she happens to be on a treadmill, the runner runs to get somewhere. There’s a goal in mind, a finish line.
The French Jesuit scientist and theologian, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, once wrote: “The whole future of the Earth, as of religion, seems to me to depend on the awakening of our faith in the future.” Yet, how easy it is to get ourselves into the mode of fearing and distrusting the future! Especially in a time of rapid change, it feels more natural to hold onto the comfortable, the familiar.
Churches are especially prone to such paralyzing thinking. We’re institutions that cherish and value tradition. It’s one reason we’re here: to protect and nurture that tradition and pass it on to the next generations. The thing about tradition in the church, though, is that it’s a living thing. Each generation must take up the traditions of the past and refashion them to fit the present. If ever we fail to do that, we risk losing our precious traditions altogether.
Notice Paul’s talking, here, about listening to God’s call. It’s the prize awaiting the athlete at the end of the contest: the trophy, the olive wreath. That call comes to us from the future, not the past. It beckons us to leave our comfort zone and strike out in entirely new directions.
Philip Yancey has said faith is “believing in advance what will only make sense in reverse.”2 They say hindsight is always 20/20 — and no doubt it is — but if you’re going to go somewhere, you can’t drive by looking out the car’s rear window (no matter how clear the glass may happen to be). There’s always an element of risk to moving out into the future.
There’s a true story that happened in a German POW camp during World War II. Somehow, unbeknownst to the guards, the American prisoners had managed to scrape together enough electronic components to build a makeshift radio. They kept it tuned to the BBC. One day, news came over the radio that the German high command had surrendered. The war was over, although the word had not yet filtered back to the camp’s guards.
Suddenly, a change came over the prisoners: one that, to the guards, seemed incomprehensible. They sang, they waved at the guards and smiled, they laughed at the German shepherd dogs, they shared jokes over meals of watery soup and stale bread. On the fourth day after the news broadcast, the prisoners awoke to discover that their captors had fled, leaving the gates of the camp wide open. At long last, their captivity had come to an end.
Their life had been different during the past few days than it had been in all the preceding years. The difference, of course, was the news they heard of something sure to happen in the future. That future promise made all the difference.
We too have a future promise. It’s the promise of our faith, the promise that God isn’t finished with us yet, the promise that one day all that is now indistinct will be made clear. Because we have heard that promise, and know it to be true, we can get up from the place where we are — the place where we so frequently feel stuck and immobilized — and move on. To the eye of faith, it’s always a new day!
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Notes:
1. Kathleen Norris, “A Case of Soul-Weariness: Plain Old Sloth," The Christian Century, January 11, 2003, 8-9.
2. Philip Yancey, Prayer: Does it Make Any Difference? (Zondervan, 2008).

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 126
What Does the Text Say?
Like the majority of the Songs of Ascents (Psalms 120-134), Psalm 126 is brief — only six verses — and its message is presented succinctly: Those who undertake their efforts in the Lord are ultimately rewarded. The psalm is a communal hymn of praise. The life setting for the psalm is not clear. It may have been sung or chanted annually at the start of the planting season, or it may have been a special composition reserved for occasions of unexpected celebration. The agricultural language of the closing verses need not, however, be taken literally; it is quite possible that the traditional interpretation of the psalm as a celebration of Israel’s deliverance from captivity — a celebration repeated annually — is correct.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
No Sowing, No Singing; No Weeping, No Reaping. It’s springtime, and this means that farmers across America are gearing up for planting, or it’s already under way. These farmers are hopefully not crying, but there’s always concern that weather conditions won’t be favorable (the right combination of rain, sun and temperature) and that the crops will not be affected by pests. Toward the end of summer, when the crops are taken in, these same farmers may not be singing, but they’ll be happy if they get a bumper crop. But if the crops fail for some reason, there will not be famine in the land. Everyone will still eat, although the farmer’s family may suffer severe financial stress. But in the psalmist’s day, a failed crop raised the specter of famine, no food to eat and people dying. Thus, the weeping when sowing, and the singing when reaping. What seeds do we sow today? Perhaps the seeds of the gospel or the seeds of good deeds and acts of kindness. But we also sow seeds when we send out two dozen résumés in hope of finding a job, or when we prepare to start a new business, or when we send out college applications, or when we submit chapters of our new novel to a publisher, or when we faithfully invest in a retirement fund and so on. Unless we sow, we will not get the job, we will not open a business, we will not get accepted to college, we will not get our novel published, and we will not live comfortably in retirement. Why do we weep? We weep because we’re fearful. We weep because we’re fragile or frail (sowing is hard work). We weep because we’re frustrated (life is not supposed to be so hard). But if we sow, we shall sing; if we weep, we shall reap.

Philippians 3:4b-14 
What Does the Text Say? 
In this passage in Philippians, the reader experiences Paul at his most passionate. Paul yearns to be made righteous by faith, presses on toward his goal of knowing Christ, longs to be worthy of suffering for and with his Savior and wants to become like Jesus in his death, hoping to attain the resurrection from the dead. Paul opens his heart to the Christians at Philippi, and, in so doing, provides us with a “window” into his psyche and a set of autobiographical comments that is equaled only by his remarks in Galatians 1. Paul writes that he hasn’t reached his goal yet. Paul’s language about pressing on for the prize, attaining the goal and straining forward no doubt has grounding in the Greek ethos of athletic competition. The ideal is to reach the finish line. The same zeal he brought to his former faith he brings to his present commitments. Paul, however, understands that some Christians are not mature enough to grasp his vision. For them it is enough to “hold fast to what we have attained.” Paul recognized the dilemma of Christian faithfulness, which is living faithfully in the present world with the values and ethics of another. Paul’s solution is: “Press on!”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Looking Back Is Not a Good Idea. The preacher might reference basketball and March Madness. Those teams in the NCAA tournament again will not spend too much time reliving the glory of previous experiences. The coach might remind the players to remember the joy and the glory, but it is more likely that he will urge his players to stay focused on the present and keep their eyes on the prize. The thrust of the sermon, however, is that rarely is it helpful to look back. In this text, Paul looks back for the sake of making a point. Having done this, he explicitly says that he is “forgetting what lies behind” (v. 13), and earlier he refers to what’s happened in the past as “loss” and “rubbish” (vv. 7, 8). Runners know that it’s folly to look back to see where the competition is. Usually, this text is used as an admonition to forget all the bad stuff that’s happened in our lives, and “chin up — that’s behind you now.” We’re counseled to leave our guilt, mistakes and screw-ups in the past where they belong. But Paul does not say this. He looks back on a life of success — not failure — in which he came from a good family, had a good education and achieved fame and notoriety. Paul says that all that good stuff — fame, fortune, education — is nothing compared to knowing Christ. And that’s why he was willing to “suffer the loss of all things” (v. 8) — to “be found in him” (v. 9). It’s a good thing to leave the wounds, disappointments and mistakes in the past. It’s even better to leave our successes and triumphs there as well. They’re of no help in “straining forward to what lies ahead” (v. 13).

John 12:1-8 
What Does the Text Say?
In this encounter with Jesus, Mary lavishes upon him a costly gift, and in so doing, draws attention to his upcoming sacrificial act (10:18). John orients this narrative by placing its occurrence six days before the Passover (v. 1). Martha is preparing and serving the meal. Her sister, who no doubt possesses better people skills than Martha, is tasked with entertaining the guests who include Jesus and some, if not all, of the disciples. Finding Jesus, she takes a pound of pure and very expensive ointment and anoints his feet. This aromatic oil could have cost as much as a year’s worth of wages for a day laborer. Judas says what the others are probably thinking: “Why this waste?” His suggestion that the perfume could have been sold and that the money could have been given to the poor also seems like a plausible, even better, course of action. Yet by placing this sensible objection upon the lips of “the one who was about to betray him” and by noting that his true motivation was the theft of the money, the author discredits the objections to this act. Jesus urges Judas to let Mary be and asserts that they will always have the poor with them. Jesus reveals that the ointment was intended for the day of his burial. In her act of devotion wherein she gives Jesus a very precious gift, Mary initiates his journey to give his very life.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Lavish Spirituality. This text is a study in contrasts, highlighting two characters with utterly different approaches to discipleship. One person is lavish with her gifts; the other is parsimonious and critical. One expresses her devotion openly and earnestly; the other is guarded and treacherous. One loves; the other betrays. This happens in the presence of the disciples, most of whom had themselves done something rather lavish: they’d given up their livelihoods to follow Jesus of Nazareth. They’d also been with Jesus when the widow put her last penny in the offering plate. But Judas was of a different mind. Jesus defends Mary. How might we live a life of lavish discipleship? It would mean abandoning our livelihoods, for one thing. That is, our careers and ability to earn a living are placed totally at the feet of Jesus. There can be nothing more lavish than surrendering our lives completely to God.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

It’s May, and the summer heat is here in Escondido, Calif. The winds have changed and are blowing off the desert from the east. As the temperature rises from the effects of the Santa Ana winds, I sit on my patio sipping ice water. The water in my glass is from the Colorado River. In fact, all the water we get in the summer is Colorado River water. As I drink my water, I think about the journey of the water from its source and how it has arrived here in my glass.
It starts in the winter with lots of snow in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado, and moves on in the spring as the melting snow drains away. The water starts as a trickle and soon becomes a major river. …
For millions of years the Colorado River has left its mark on the land. Since the river was formed, it has been hard at work cutting great chasms, including the Grand Canyon, as it carved its 1,400-mile course from Colorado’s Rocky Mountains to the Sea of Cortez. Early settlers along the Colorado tried to alter the river’s impact on the land by diverting its waters for irrigation. But each year the Colorado, fed by melting snows in the spring and early summer, flooded low-lying lands along its route, destroying lives, crops, and property. In late summer and early fall, the river often dried to a trickle, too low to divert. Without water, crops and livestock withered and died.
The cycle of either too much or too little water limited the river’s usefulness. To protect the low-lying valleys from flooding, and to assure a stable, year-round water supply, the river had to be tamed. …
—“Colorado River: Waters in the Desert,” DesertUSA website.
https://www.desertusa.com/colorado/intro/du_introcr.html.
Retrieved October 12, 2021.

##

Water managers have long recognized that the [Colorado] river is plagued by overuse. But over the last two decades, demand for the river’s water has often outstripped its supply. Since 2000, the river’s flows have shrunk by roughly 20% compared to the 20th century average, due in large part to the human-caused climate crisis. At the same time, its two main reservoirs — the savings account for the entire system in times of drought — have drained rapidly.
Lake Mead — the largest manmade reservoir in the United States, which is fed by the Colorado River — recently sunk to its lowest levels since the lake was filled in the 1930s. Its water levels have fallen more than 146 feet since their peak in January 2000, and the lake is now just 35% full. Lake Powell, the river’s second largest reservoir, sits at 32% of its capacity. As water levels drop, billions of kilowatt hours of hydroelectricity that power homes from Nebraska to Arizona are also at risk. …
For much of the last century, Colorado River management has focused on choosing who will be allowed to stick their straw into the river next and how much water they can take. At times, that process has sparked major disputes — with some leading all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court.
Now, many of the basin states are having a more painful discussion: deciding who will receive less water — and how much.
—Drew Kann, Renee Rigdon and Daniel Wolfe, “The Southwest’s most important river is drying up,” CNN.com, August 21, 2021.
https://www.cnn.com/interactive/2021/08/us/colorado-river-water-shortage/.
Retrieved October 12, 2021.

##

If you watch your mind, you will see you live most of your life in the past or in the future, both of which Jesus warns us against. That’s just the way the mind works. If you are to experience the ever-present and ever-coming Christ, the one place you have to be is the one place you are usually not: NOW HERE or “nowhere.” Everything that happens to you happens right now; if you can’t be present right now, nothing new is ever going to happen to you. You will not experience your experiences; they will not go to any depth in your soul. You really won’t grow unless you’re willing to live right here, right now — to be present.
How do you be present? Jesus describes it rather profoundly: “You must love the Lord your God with your whole heart, with your whole soul, with your whole mind, and with your whole strength” (Luke 10:27). Whenever all of these parts are working together at the same time you are present. He finishes by saying “Do this and life is yours!” (10:28). I like to say that prayer happens whenever all of you is present — body, mind, soul, spirit, emotions — all together. That’s hard work. This is the core and constant meaning of all spiritual practice, no matter what religion: how to be here now! Then you will know what you need to know to go forward.
Usually, we have to be shocked into it, I’m sorry to say. Great love does it. When you are deeply in love — with anything — you tend to be present to the Now. …
Another time when all of you is present is when you suffer or when someone dies. For some reason, all the forms of death pull us into the now moment. In the presence of dying, for some reason, we discover our deepest life. Someone said there are only two themes in all of literature: love and death. I can understand why.
—Richard Rohr, “Be Here Now,” Daily Meditation for December 10, 2014.
https://myemail.constantcontact.com/Richard-Rohr-s-Meditation--Be-Here-Now.html?soid=1103098668616&aid=jH_9lpbFDqc.
Retrieved October 12, 2021.

##

New love is the brightest, and long love is the greatest; but revived love is the tenderest thing known on Earth.
—Thomas Hardy

##

The history of Christianity can, of course, be traced through a series of times when the fire of Christianity has been rekindled from smoored coals. Tongues of fire on the Day of Pentecost rekindled the hearts and minds of Christ’s apostles and disciples. That rekindled fire blazed across the Roman Empire. Celtic Christianity rekindled light in Europe at the end of the Dark Ages. Luther’s Reformation set all of Europe on fire with holy, renewed faith.
In eighteenth-century England the fire of Christianity had nearly extinguished for all but the wealthiest persons in much of Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. Destitute miners, the mainstay of the labor force, could not attend church for a variety of reasons, including forced labor on Sunday and the poverty that provided no decent clothing thought fit to wear to church. It was at this point that John Wesley took the smoored fire of Christianity to these miners. Rejecting the formality of high church altars and pulpits, he began to preach in open fields and at the entranceways into the mines. Seeing the colliery fires on the hillsides above the mines, he interpreted them as the smoored fires of God’s grace. His brother, Charles, wrote this hymn text to illustrate the unleashing of those fires:
See how great a flame aspires,
Kindled by a spark of grace. 
Jesus’ love the nations fires, 
Sets the kingdoms on a blaze. 
To bring fire on earth he came, 
Kindled in some hearts it is;
O that all might catch the flame,
All partake the glorious bliss!
—Deborah K. Cronin, Holy Ground: Celtic Christian Spirituality (Nashville, Tenn.: Upper Room, 1999), 85-86.

##

We want only to communicate to you an experience we have had that here and there in the world and now and then in ourselves is a New Creation, usually hidden, but sometimes manifest, and certainly manifest in Jesus who is called the Christ. 
—Paul Tillich, “The New Being,” a sermon delivered on the eve of his retirement from Union Theological Seminary in New York in 1955.
http://www.thewords.com/articles/tillich1.htm.
Retrieved October 12, 2021.

##

My heart is moved by all I cannot save:
so much has been destroyed.
I have to cast my lot with those
who age after age, perversely,
with no extraordinary power,
reconstitute the world.
—Adrienne Rich, The Dream of a Common Language (Norton, 1978).

##

COMMENTARY 
Isaiah 43:16–21
What a surprising message: Don’t keep obsessively looking back to even the finest of what God has done. Instead, actively anticipate the new thing God is bringing about. What God did long ago is astounding; what God is about to do is even more awesome! God will guide you along not-yet-seen paths, and you will praise God before others.
Our Isaiah passage is part of the second major division of Isaiah (chapters 40-55), largely written from the perspective of Judah’s exile in Babylon. In the wider context of this passage, the prophetic speaker/writer somewhat confusingly alternates between (1) castigating Judah, indicating that Judah has been receiving just punishment/exile from God, and (2) promising God’s gracious deliverance from that very exile. Out of amazing love and grace, God keeps working to restore a recalcitrant and reluctant people.
Some Bible passages do encourage us to cherish the old; e.g., Jeremiah 6:16 says, “Thus says the Lord: Stand at the crossroads, and look, and ask for the ancient paths, where the good way lies; and walk in it. …” Other passages urge us to look forward to the new. These concepts of the value of both the old and the new are not mutually exclusive. For example, the Lord God made historic covenant(s) with Israel — the Lord God would be their God, and they would be the people of the Lord God. Israel sometimes fondly remembers and follows God’s covenant(s), but frequently forgets their relationship with God and breaks the covenantal stipulations. Later, in association with repentance, they sometimes seek to renew their ancient covenant with God. For example, the Davidic King Josiah (c. 640-609 B.C.), after hearing from the prophet Huldah, led his people in renewing the Deuteronomic covenant and performing acts of repentance (2 Kings 22−23:3). Jeremiah 31:31-34 promises a new covenant, some features of which transcend even the best of the former covenants. The writer of the NT book of Hebrews cites the Jeremiah 31:31-34 passage in 8:8b-11 as part of the writer’s argumentation of 8:6-13.
In Isaiah (in addition to 43:16-21 — see below), there are passages about God bringing about new and renewed things. Isaiah 40:31 says: “Those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength.” Isaiah 42:9-10a says, “See, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now declare [emphasis added]; before they spring forth, I tell you of them. Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise from the end of the earth!” (See also Psalms 33:3; 40:3; 144:9; 149:1 for “new song”; also Revelation 5:9-10; 14:2-3).
Isaiah 40-66 has many references to the Lord as sole Creator and Savior; e.g., see 40:25-28; 41:20; 42:5; 43:1, 7, 11, 15 (just before our passage); 44:6-9; 45:5-25. Then, in 65:16c-18, the Lord says, “The former troubles are forgotten and are hidden from my sight. For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind [emphases added]. 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.” (See 2 Peter 3:9-13 and Revelation 21:1-5 for their use of this new-creation imagery; cf. 2 Corinthians 5:16-17.)
In verses 1-21, God promises what might be called a “new exodus.” The original exodus — God’s delivering the Israelites from slavery in Egypt and through the sea (with the snuffing out of the pursuing Egyptian army — see verses 16-17) — is the key event of Hebrew Bible/OT memory, just as Jesus’ saving death on the cross and resurrection from the dead constitute the key events of NT memory. Countless biblical passages refer back to the original Exodus; among many others, see Joshua 24:4-7; Psalm 77:11-20; Isaiah 63:7-11; Micah 6:4; Hosea 11:1. Such memory was so ingrained in the people’s lives that when they heard God’s words, “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old” (v. 18), they would have been stunned.
But God goes on to say, “I am about to do a new thing” (v. 19a). As great as the original Exodus was, verses 1-21 see it primarily only as a springboard for the new exodus God is bringing. Yahweh, their Creator and the only God, will deliver his people and bring them home from their exile in Babylon. They will then declare the Lord’s praise (v. 21). They will bear witness to others about how God delivered them (see 43:10, 12, and 44:8; also 1 Peter 2:9). Further prophetic anticipation of a new Exodus appears in Isaiah 11:11-16; 49:8-13; Zechariah 10:6-12; Jeremiah 16:14-15 (and 23:7-8); 30:10-11 (and 46:27-28).
Notice that God acts out of personal relationship to chosen and beloved, even if disobedient, people. “I called you by name, you are mine” (end of v. 1). “You are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you” (v. 4a). God has formed them (vv. 1, 7, 21 and 44:2; Genesis 2:7); the Hebrew verb is yatsar, the participial form of which is used for “potter” (as in Isaiah 64:8), one who carefully shapes something beautiful and/or useful from clay. The verb “create” also appears in verses 1, 7, 15; bara’ is used in the OT only for God’s creative activity (see above for Isaiah-references for Yahweh [the Lord] being the only Creator God and Savior). God cares so much about the people of God that nothing will be spared to redeem/ransom them (vv. 1, 3-4 and 14). God chose them (vv. 10, 20; 44:1). God says, “I am with you” (v. 5a).
God’s care for the Hebrews, as well as for us through Jesus Christ, is consistent. We look to God, not only with a fond memory, but with present and future hope. Out of God’s relationship with us, God acted on our behalf in the past. But this continues to be the pattern in the present and into our near and ultimate future. As the Lord says in Jeremiah 29:11-14 (itself spoken to the exiles in Babylon — see 29:1, 4): “For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope. Then when you call upon me and come and pray to me, I will hear you. When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me, says the Lord, and I will restore your fortunes and gather you from all the nations and all the places where I have driven you, says the Lord, and I will bring you back to the place from which I sent you into exile.”
Biblical passages such as Isaiah 13:19-22 graphically use ritually unclean birds and animals such as ostriches and jackals to depict destruction and disorder. But in 43:20, even they honor God. God’s chosen people praise God for making a new, not yet seen, path home for them through the wilderness, with plentiful water along the way (there are parallels to the original wilderness experience of the Israelites). God (as in Revelation 7:9-17) brings the Hebrew people out of their troubles and into abundance of life and worshipful jubilation in the presence of others.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Isaiah 43:16–21
Hold up a pair of binoculars and ask the children to tell you where you can find God. Look up and ask if he can be found in the sky. Look down and ask if he can be found in the earth. Then look around at the people of the congregation and say that God can be seen in people who are working in the church, giving food and drink to the needy, and praising God. Put down the binoculars, and point out that God says through the prophet Isaiah, “I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” (v. 19). Tell the children that we must always be on the lookout for what God is doing, because sometimes he acts through people in quiet and loving ways. Stress that God is at work in people who are improving the church and community, giving drinks to the thirsty and food to the hungry. Isaiah tells us that God makes “a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert” (v. 19). Point out that God also helps each of us, giving refreshment to “the people whom I formed for myself, so that they might declare my praise” (v. 21). Look through your binoculars at each of the children and say that you'll be looking for God to be at work in each of them, as they serve God and praise God together.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Lent
One: Lent is a coming home,
All: Home from weary years,
One: Home to calm our fears,
All: Home to dry our tears.
One: Lent is a coming home,
All: Home to remember our name,
One: Home to a warm embrace,
All: Home to a hopeful place,
One: Home to God’s own heart,
All: Home to a renewal of joy and a song of love.

Prayers — Lent
Loving God, patient Friend, walk with us this Lent and help us see our desire to be known, praised and admired for what it is. Help us see how we have bought into believing that our worth comes from what we do and how we are noticed. 
Remind us that faithfulness is often hidden, humble and simple. Give us a generous dose of self-confidence mixed with humility.
And when we get confused and out of balance, bring us home to our true selves and set our eyes upon Jesus, our companion and guide. Amen.

Benedictions — Lent
May you know hope amid doubts, assurance in times of questioning and peace in the presence of conflict.
May your journey through Lent lead you ever closer to the heart of God, and may God walk with you all your days.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
In the Cross of Christ I Glory
O Scared Head, Now Wounded
Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah 
Worship and Praise* 
Jesus Paid It All (Stanfill) 
At the Cross (Tomlin)
Not Done Yet (Vertical Worship)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fifth Sunday in Lent, Cycle C
Isaiah 43:16-21
Psalm 126
Philippians 3:4b-14
John 12:1-8
