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God of the New 
 
 Grace to you and peace from our loving God, and from our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
 So. Here I am. Back in the pulpit for the first time since the letter was sent 
announcing my retirement. And what do I hear from scripture? This! 
 

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? 
I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.. 
I give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen 
people, the people whom I formed for myself so that they might declare my 
praise. 

 
 Yes. I know that this passage is intended to be preached as an anticipation of 
Easter, that blessed and magnificent new thing that God will soon do among us 
liturgically, in the world of blooming spring, and in our hearts. 
 
 But, of course, my mind, heart, and spirit, turn to the changes that are coming to 
this congregation and to Marie and me. How many new things are there? Let me count 
the ways that God is making the new spring forth. 
 
 Kaye’s retirement was quite enough, thank you very much. Many have 
suggested that this was plenty of the new that God might do here. But, of course, there 
were yet more endings offered. With Chuck. With me. And with Jeff. 
 
 So. Enough already! 
 
 Others have noted that St. Thomas has gone through similar times of transition 
to the new things that God effects. Walt Johnson, a former pastor, and Rich Zawistoski, 
a former campus pastor,  as I understand it, also resigned at about the same time. 
 
 Sometimes, God presents opportunities for new things that are more complex 
than we would like. And yet, I believe that they are indeed opportunities. And I have 
complete trust both in God and in the exceedingly talented leaders and people of this 
congregation to see to the changes in the offing here with creativity and faith. 
 
 Then, there are the new things that loom on the horizon for Marie and me. 
 
 We will soon need to worship in a new place. And yes, this is a very important, if 
irking, policy of our church. It permits a time for grieving (or rejoicing) after I have retired 
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as well as space for you to embrace the new pastor that God is even now preparing for 
you. And, as I have noted elsewhere, I have seen the destructive ways that retiring 
pastors can behave when their successors lead in directions that they don’t particularly 
appreciate. It can be a terrible experience for the new pastor. And I have seen it divide 
congregations. 
 
 Let me just say that we absolutely do not look forward to trying to find another 
congregation as loving and vital and faithful as St. Thomas. And yet, we trust that God 
will see just as well to this “new thing.” 
 
 Other concerns are common with those who look to change of any significance: 
maintaining relationships, finances, and forging new patterns of living. But these too are 
matters for trust. And outweighing any such problems will be the new thing that will 
occur, God willing, as soon as mid-May. Our daughter-in-law begins a new position at 
IUPUI on May 20, so she and our two grandchildren will arrive in Bloomington prior to 
that—possibly to take occupancy of the house where Rev. Arnie Pierson, a former 
pastor of St. Thomas, lived while he was here. That would indeed be a cool “new thing.” 
Son Bryce won’t be here full-time until June. But, as I have noted before, having them 
only a few miles away rather than 13 hours away (Albany, New York) will be a blessing 
beyond compare. 
 
 Perhaps you know that our bishop, Bill Gafkjen, has used this passage from 
Isaiah as his touchstone throughout his ministry with the people of the Indiana-Kentucky 
Synod of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. So much so that many of those 
of us who are more regularly in touch with the bishop could recite the key verse from 
memory at the drop of a hat: 
 
 “God is about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” 
 (Is. 43:19) 
 
 He often notes that we are tempted to despair when faced with change that we 
don’t want. The temptation to fear-driven, frenetic, desperate and most often destructive 
do-anything-to-survive behavior looms large. We’re tempted to argue and blame and 
accuse. We’re tempted to try to make our own way through this wilderness, sometimes 
turning away from others with whom we are in relationship, thinking we will be better off 
on our own. 
 
 All of these temptations are natural human responses to alarming situations. But 
they are also, in the end, temptations. They are temptations rooted in the belief that if a 
way is going to be made, it’s going to be made by us. Yet our call is to repent of 
succumbing to this grand temptation, which has made its way to us all the way from the 
garden of Eden, and to turn again and again toward, and give ourselves to, the 
forgiveness and new, abundant, and lasting life that is ours and the world’s in Jesus, 
crucified and risen. Turning from these temptations, we entrust ourselves to, and by the 
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grace of God, live into the promises of God that meet us right in the heart of these 
challenging times. After all, God is the one who will make the way in the wilderness and 
provide the sustenance we need to engage and follow. Here’s Isaiah 43:19-21 as 
paraphrased by Eugene Peterson: 
 

Be alert, be present. I'm about to do something brand-new. 
It's bursting out! Don't you see it? There it is! 
I'm making a road through the desert, rivers in the badlands. 
Wild animals will say 'Thank you!' —the coyotes and the buzzards— 
Because I provided water in the desert, rivers through the sun-baked Earth, 
Drinking water for the people I chose, the people I made especially for myself, a 
people custom-made to praise me. 

 
So, how are we… “alert” and “present” to see and engage the new things God is doing? 
(Bishop Gafkjen, 2015 Synod Assembly) 
 
 In the end, the promise of this passage is fulfilled in many and various ways. 
There is no contradiction in applying it to what is happening among us as Marie and I 
take our leave. God’s promise of resurrection abides forever and always. The work of 
God in doing new things and bringing new life is a continual, remarkable, and blessed 
process that we may trust profoundly and hold close to our hearts even in Lent. Even as 
we begin to grieve. Even as we confess what we have not done as we had hoped. Or 
what remains undone. Or what we hoped might have been accomplished. 
 
 God’s word remains steadfast. And God is faithful to the end. We will hear again 
such holy affirmations at the altar when I speak the Eucharistic prayer: 
 

Blessed are you, O God of the universe. 
You mercy is everlasting and your faithfulness endures from age to age. 

 
 Picking up again on the words of the prayer, let me remind you of its appeals to 
God on our behalf: 
 

O God of resurrection and new life: 
Pour out your Holy Spirit on us and on these gifts of bread and wine. 
Bless this feast 
Grace our table with your presence. 
Reveal yourself to us in the breaking of the bread. 
Raise us up as the body of Christ for the world. 
Breathe new life into us. 
Send us forth, burning with justice, peace, and love. 

 
 These are petitions that speak to the new things that God is doing among us—
and will continue to do long after I complete my time of holy service among you. 
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 It’s interesting, isn’t it, that the prophet’s description of the character of God 
refers to the past, while the words that are from God look to the future. God declares 
that we are to look around or we will miss the future that is being born! 
 
 Human families and communities are designed to create stability for their 
members. Churches are no different—perhaps sometimes they’re worse. Isaiah 43 
compels us to view our experience of God’s grace in the past as a springboard so that 
we view neither present nor future with fear but with expectation. 
 
 This is a wonderful and very necessary word for the Church to hear in this 
current age when there is so much change and upheaval (and in times of transition). 
The character of our God has not changed. God’s grace and power have sustained us 
in the past, will see us through the present and guide us into the future. I am reminded 
of the poem “A Homecoming” by Wendell Berry: 
 

…In the trust of old love, cultivation shows 
a dark and graceful wilderness 
at its heart. Wild 
in that wilderness, we roam 
the distance of our faith; 
safe beyond the bounds 
of what we know. O love, 
open. Show me 
my country. Take me home. 

 
 “Safe beyond the bounds of what we know” is as apt a description of a faith 
journey as any I have heard. In times of uncertainty and fear, Isaiah 43 urges us to be 
alert for the signs of God’s continued presence, working to sustain and redeem even to 
this day. (adapted from Callie Plunket-Brewton, Working Preacher) 
 
 God’s promises have resounded for millennia. Isaiah hearkens here back to one 
of the fundamental acts of God in history—the Exodus, stories around which inform our 
midweek reflections this Lent. Those stories invite us to remember that God’s word 
abides. That the Spirit sustains. All shall be well, and all shall be well and all manner of 
thing will be well (Julian of Norwich). 
 
 There is a resurrection on the horizon. Amen. 
 
 May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and 
minds through faith in Christ Jesus our Lord, unto abundant and eternal life. Amen. 


