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Something New 
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                One day in January my telephone rang; it was a voice out of my past.  I will call him 
Chet.  He was a friend I had met fifteen years ago.  Chet is a widower who lives in Boston.  We 
had enjoyed each other's company years ago but different obligations pulled us away from 
getting together.  Chet is now in his early 70's and a semi-retired college professor.  He loves to 
travel, leads an active social life and enjoys being a grandfather.  I last heard from Chet about 
eight years ago. 

                Chet said he was interested in buying some property in Maine and building a log 
cabin.  Could we get together for a weekend?  That would be fine, I told him.  So we set a date 
for a weekend visit in February.  When he arrived, Chet looked about the same; but he 
appeared to be more prosperous than ever.  Everything seems to have a price tag when it 
comes to Chet.  And sure enough, he was driving a brand new luxury vehicle--a sports car.  My 
friend volunteered that the car cost $45,000, and that it can go 180 miles an hour.  Chet is an 
admitted technology freak, so along with the car—which seemed more like piloting a plane—
Chet had all of the latest gadgets on full display. 

                In any event, it was nice to see Chet again we spent the time reminiscing and catching 
up.  The two of us went to some lovely restaurants.  After a little investigation, he gave up on 
the idea of building a cabin in the Maine woods.   Chet attended church here, but truth be told, 
I found the visit a little tedious; there were lots of long, convoluted stories about people I didn't 
know.  You know how it can be. 

                When the visit came to an end, I gave the weekend a solid “B.”  But I was a better host 
than I knew.  While I had a good time, Chet seemed to have a great time.  He was ready to 
come back for round 2.  So we made plans for a return visit two weeks ago. 

                This time Chet seemed lonely and a little desperate for companionship. More dining 
out. We attended a play and again knocked around Bangor.  Chet retold the stories he'd told 
me the first time.  I found myself getting bored, and the time seemed to pass slowly.  When his 
sports car zoomed out of the driveway on Sunday morning, I thought to myself that it might be 
awhile before we get together again.  I haven't heard from Chet since.  The events of my “lost 
weekend” felt like the reverse of today's lectionary reading from Isaiah.  In those immortal 
words, God speaking through the prophet says, "I am about to do a new thing; now it springs 
forth, do you not perceive it?"  Chet was still the same old Chet with a few new doodads to 
show off.  The “new thing” I was hoping for seems to be what people in our nation and around 
the world are hoping for:  a change in our fortunes, a peaceable kingdom where love reigns 
supreme. 



                Indeed the world that you and I inhabit often seems to be an unforgiving and even 
frightening place.  Over and over again the decline in civility and the resurgence of hate groups 
in America has been widely commented upon.  A variety of individuals and groups in the 
congress are currently under investigation. The “me too” movement continues to remind us of 
the unequal ways women are being treated in our society.  The controversy over Brexit has 
thrown the British Parliament into chaos.  The urgency of climate change is ever before us.  The 
nuclear threat, immigration and the rise of menacing foreign powers continue to be hot topics.  
You and I are living in a time of unprecedented, scary change. 

                Whatever we think about the state of the nation and countries around the world also 
reminds us of what happened in Ancient Israel.  In a sermon that he preached on this text, 
Peter Samuelsson says that when it comes to repairing the nation of Israel, Isaiah tells the 
Babylonian captives essentially this:  “You have to send this one back to the manufacturer.  In 
other words, the one who made you is the one who will fix you.” 

                In his description of the land of Isaiah at the time of our reading, Samuelsson says this: 

The whole nation--its social, political, and religious system--is broken beyond repair.  They have 
been conquered by the armies of Babylon and find themselves living in exile there.  The temple is 
destroyed, the king is held captive, and families are torn asunder.  The whole system is broken, 
and there is no amount of bailing wire and bubble gum that will patch things back together 
(Rev. Dr. Peter L. Samuelson, "As Good As New"). 

                Isaiah is the mouthpiece for God in this passage.  He tells the people that what is 
coming is a whole new world order.  The people must embrace this new paradigm, not accept it 
half-heartedly:  "Do not remember the former things or consider the things of old."  What God 
is proposing for the Israelites is radical, a new thing.  It has been observed that this theme of 
the new has been woven throughout the Bible--as when God says:  "I will make a new covenant 
with you.  I will place in you a new heart.  I will give you a new spirit.  I will give you a new 
name.  You will sing a new song.  I will give you a new wine" (Pastor Edward F. Markquart, "The 
Junk Man").  Indeed, Paul Tillich, the famous American theologian, has written that "If you want 
to summarize the message of the Christian faith, you can summarize it in two words.  It is the 
message of the…new creation" (Markquart).  And that word takes us back to the heart of our 
Isaiah passage, "I am about to do a new thing."  How do we understand that? 

                Edward Markquart is a Lutheran pastor in Seattle, Washington.  He tells a story about 
refinishing several old desks.  He brought one of the restored pieces to his church to show the 
congregation one Sunday morning.  I'll let the pastor pick up the story: 

                Now, standing before you in the sanctuary today, is an old desk.  I refinished this desk 
years ago….Nancy Welliver found this desk …in one of the downtown Seattle hotels.  She had 
little children and she needed cheap furniture.   She bought this desk for absolutely nothing.  It 
was all scarred up.  There were cigarette butt scars burned into the wood.  She did not have 
time to refinish it, so she just painted it green, to match the green of her children's bedrooms.  
The Welliver children used this furniture through the years, and then it came time for the 
Wellivers to move to Wichita, Kansas.  They said, "Edward, would you like a couple of old green 



desks?"  I said, "We have some young children.  Yes, we could use them."  Nancy gave them to 
us.  I went to work on the desks.  I saw the possibilities….I stripped off the paint.  I stripped off 
the varnish.  Then there were those cigarette burns in the wood.  Those burns were deep into 
the wood.  I got into those burns with my sander, and I sanded and sanded and sanded.  I had to 
work hard to get those…burns out.  There was an old leg that needed to be fixed.  This leg was 
broken and I actually fixed it.  But that was just part of it.  The desk looked so beautiful when it 
was stripped down.  It looked so beautiful compared to what it was.  But then, I had to rebuild. I 
put a varnish on it, a nice stain. The desk looked great after the stain.  I put the first layer of 
sealer [on it].  Then I sanded [these layers] very carefully. The two layers.  Steel wool.  Then 
three layers.  Then four layers.  Five layers.  Six layers (Markquart, "The Junk Man."). 

                After all his labor, Pastor Markquart says with satisfaction, “This is a beautiful desk.  
This is a …'new' desk." 

                The pastor draws an analogy from the God of Isaiah, the God who makes all things 
new, and the God who is doing a new thing within each one of us.  So easily and so quickly, our 
lives become like that old desk.  Our lives become coated with layers of junk and corroded with 
baggage.  And then as we grow older, our lives become covered over by layers of bitterness and 
anger and cynicism--negative thoughts which crowd out the little joys in our lives.  Bad habits 
take their toll, and it is all too easy to become critical and petty about everything around us.  It's 
only a short distance to giving into shallow, materialistic attitudes.  In our desire to allow buying 
to become a means to reward ourselves, more layers of superficiality are added. 

                Then there are the scars.  All of us are scarred by life in a variety of ways:  childhood 
memories, physical accidents, emotional disasters.  All of us have been scarred by life in some 
way.  Like pieces of broken furniture, God's people also get broken:  broken families, broken 
marriages, broken dreams.  Sadly, we know what a fractured life can mean for us as well. 

                Fortunately, however, our God sees the divine possibilities within each of us.  God 
strips off the layers:  the anger, the cynicism, the hatred, and the bad habits.  Through God's 
love, the deep hurts and scars are sanded down.  The broken pieces of our lives are put back 
together, with layers of grace and peace and joy and love and affection.  And when God is 
finished with us, God says, "I make all things new." 

                As we look toward Holy Week, that is the Easter hope to which we cling as Christians:  
life reborn and restored and renewed.  "Do not remember the former things," says the prophet, 
"or consider the things of old.  I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not 
perceive it?" 
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