
Do Not Remember

Isaiah 43:16-21

I must confess that I was somewhat intrigued by the  lectionary reading chosen  from the book

of Isaiah for this Sunday: “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old (Is 34:18).”

After all, we are having our annual congregational meeting today what else would we do but

remember what happened in the past year? What is Isaiah talking about anyway? 

Isaiah begins the passage with words that evoke the deliverance of the people of Israel from

Egypt, God’s providing “a way in the sea,” “chariot and horse,” “army and warrior.” He was speaking to

them during a period of exile in a foreign land. They had been captives in Babylon for many years and

Isaiah’s words would have had a lulling effect, evoking the feelings of the “old-time religion” and giving

comfort to a people battered on all sides by a threatening world filled with unfamiliar gods, rulers,

languages, and customs. (Sound familiar to anyone?)

Now there is really nothing wrong with a strategic retreat from the hostile unknown to the

comfort of the familiar, especially if you have been pushed to the extreme by the harsh storms of life

and you need of spiritual renewal. As we gather today we are grateful for all the wonderful things that

we have done, that God has done for us. After all it is not easy being the church in the 21st century

and if we look further back into our past we can celebrate the days when the church community was at

the centre of community life. A time when politicians listened to us, a time when there were so many

people who wanted to sing in the choir that there was a waiting list to join and if you failed to show up

without a note from your doctor you were out! There were so many children in the building that Sunday

School classes were being held in stairwells and broom closets! Oh for the “good old days,” so what is

Isaiah talking about “do not remember the former things?” 

The Interpretation commentary says that “what on the surface may seem like a contradiction is
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actually a very effective rhetorical device involving the technique of surprise that was in favour among

Israel’s prophets.” Under what circumstances should Israel, should we, not remember the former

things? It seems to lie at the point where our nostalgia for our tradition threatens to tie us to our past

and dull: our alertness to present realities, our responsiveness to new opportunities that are before us,

and the potential for growth into yet-unrealized possibilities. The prophet pictures Israel as standing on

a threshold and for many of us in the United Church it feels like we are also on the threshold.  Just like

the slaves were in Egypt, the Jews in Babylon are in bondage to a foreign power. But we also know

from engravings of that era that many Jews were prospering in that environment and evidence from

the Bible indicates that many of them were reluctant to return to the uncertainty of a destroyed

homeland. And to add to that resistance was the fact that the way through the wilderness back to

Israel was fraught with dangers and hazards. Now that Cyrus had lifted the shackles of bondage and

was holding out the promise of letting the people go, the newest threat to their freedom was the prison

of the people’s own laziness and one bar in that jail cell was the wistful sort of memory of the past that

dulls one’s alertness to the present. If we are always looking backwards how can we see the

opportunities that lie around us, ahead of us?

Isaiah heard a God whose presence was not limited to the past but who was active in the world

now and says to Israel: “I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?”

(43:19). The God of Israel differed from the gods of Babylon especially in the way in which the divine

presence was encountered and experienced. The gods of Babylon were experienced through the

cycles of nature that were as timeless as the idols through whom the gods were presented to the

people in their temples and shrines. The God of Israel on the other hand was encountered in the ever-

changing events of history.

“Do not remember the former things. . . . I am about to do a new thing” is a call to wake up to
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the modernness of faith. It is a challenge to muster enough imagination to see how the divine purpose

is unfolding in the world around us.

What is the new thing that God is about to do? Isaiah says, “A way in the wilderness” and

“rivers in the desert” which present images that once again remind us of the Exodus, as if we have

come full circle. The God who promises to accompany Israel in the potentially perilous happenings

that it now faces is the same God who was faithful to Israel’s ancestors in the their flight from Egypt

and their journey through the wilderness.  It is not entrapment in an endless circle but rather portrays a

procession led by the God who acts in the events of history, a process not circling the temple building

but leading God’s people from bondage to the rebuilding of community. The realm of the sacred, far

from imposing the mold of the past on those suffering under the weight of the present, instead reveals

to the people a vision of “the new thing” that God is doing to break them from their bondage. “Now it

springs forth, do you not perceive it?” The challenge is that the people must be open to the possibility

of change and receptive to the opportunity to begin anew. They can’t be “lazy”, they can’t be lulled by

the comforts of their captivity. They must stand up straight, with their senses keen to perceive the

advent of the God who comes to deliver slaves, to heal the sick, and to restore to wholeness that

which is broken. We are called by a God who is a creative, redemptive God, a God committed to the

healing of the entire created order and to harmony in all its parts, a God who is committed to shalom.

So rather than longing for the past we are called by God in these days to celebrate the gifts of

our past, to see God at work in our midst, and to be ready to do, to be, a new thing, knowing that

though the challenges we face might seem great, the God who has been a participant in our own

history for the last 134 years continues to be an active participant in our midst, will guide us into the

future so that all God’s people, through our community, through us, might know and experience the

wonder of God’s love. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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