The Fifth Sunday in Lent
March 21, 2010
Text:  Isaiah 43:16-21
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Twenty-five years ago, for two days in a row, I made the 2-hour trip from Rochester, MN to Minneapolis to see a movie.  It was a ten-hour movie:  five hours one afternoon; five hours the second afternoon.

The name of the movie – a documentary, actually – was Shoah.  It’s an Old Testament Hebrew word which is usually translated calamity.  But the word was reborn in the mid-20th century by modern Jews to refer to the holocaust, the killing of 6 million Jews in Nazi Germany.
The documentary begins in Chelmno, Poland, where there had been an extermination camp:  400,000 Jews had been killed in this camp.  There were only two survivors; one of them was Simon Srebnik.  Two days before the Soviet Army arrived, the SS troops executed all the prisoners with a bullet to the head, including Simon….except that the bullet missed his vital brain centers.  Simon was found, treated by a Soviet Army doctor, and a few months later left for Israel.
The documentary opens with Simon Srebnik, now 47 years old, back in Chelmno, Poland, in a rowboat on the river….singing a Polish folk song.  You see, as a 13-year-old boy in the camp, several times a week, Simon would row down that river, under guard, in order to bring alfalfa back to the camp for the rabbits that the SS troops kept.  He had a beautiful voice, and the guards had him sing Polish folks songs as he rowed; all the villagers of Chelmno remembered the boy with the lovely singing voice.
The opening scene of that documentary always reminds me of Psalm 137 – one of the most poignant in the entire Psalter.  The Psalm pictures Israel in exile in Babylon…and maybe also pictures Simon’s exile in that concentration camp?
By the rivers of Babylon –

there we sat down and there we wept

when we remembered Zion.

On the willows there

we hung up our harps.

For there our captors

asked us for songs,

and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying,

Sing us one of the songs of Zion!

How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign 


land?

Can there be a more eloquent description of exile than that?  How can we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?  
Our First Reading today, from the prophet Isaiah, takes us back to the sixth century B.C., when Babylon invaded Israel, destroyed the Jerusalem temple, and carted off its citizens to exile in Babylon.  What would it be like to have to live in exile?  In a strange land?  Among a people who spoke a different language?

36 years ago, in 1974, Alexander Solzhenitsyn was exiled from his Russian homeland, first to Switzerland, then to the United States, where he reluctantly made his home in exile for the next 20 years.  I was barely nine months into my first parish ministry at that time, and a lot of people were thinking that Solzhenitsyn never had it so good.
I mean, he was safe; his family was with him now; he had won the Nobel Prize for Literature four year earlier; he had a world-wide reputation as a writer; and an even greater reputation as a Russian crusader for freedom and liberty.  What more could he want?
But I remember some of those early film clips of him taken after he was forced out of his homeland.  He seemed to be rushing around, doing things quickly; when the reporters and the camermen followed him to his home, he came storming out and asked them to be considerate of his privacy.  The whole thing was a picture of a man who had been thrust into a different world.  A world he hadn’t chosen for himself.  A world that he really didn’t prefer.   How can you sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?
Do we understand that that’s what exile is all about?  To be in a place we haven’t chosen, to be somewhere we don’t want to be?  
Oh, the Israelites certainly knew what exile was all about!  They felt as if they had been abandoned by God.  As if there were no hope left.  They were cut off from their most important form of worship – the services in the Jerusalem Temple.  They lived among strangers – people who spoke a different language, had different customs, worshiped different gods.  They were like a fish out of water, flapping about on the beach, trying to exist in a different environment.  How can you sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?
I think we, too, can know what it means to live in exile.  What about those of us who live in a kind of exile because of health problems?  At one time in your life you could do all sorts of different things, almost anything; but now you can’t; because of your health or some accident you are excluded from doing a lot of things.

I’m reminded of Jean-Dominique Bauby, the French editor of Elle, who suffered a rare kind of stroke to his brain stem, and after a 20-day coma awoke to a body that had all but stopped working:  only his left eye could move!  How can you sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?

Or think of the widow or widower.  A couple may be married a good long time, and all of a sudden, one of them dies.  For the remaining person it’s almost an entirely different life.  A lot of times it means that the widow or widower is cut off from former relationships with other couples.  Being a single person now, he or she just doesn’t fit in.  It can be a form of isolation or exile.  How can you sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?
Maybe Israel’s experience in exile can be of help to us.  How did they manage to survive?  What does Isaiah tell them?  You see, the prophet Isaiah, too, has been exiled to Babylon, and he first reminds the Israelites of how God had acted on behalf of Israel 700 years earlier in the Exodus:

Thus says the Lord,

 who makes a way in the sea, 

a path in the mighty waters.
Remember, Israel?  Remember how God sent Moses to lead the people out of slavery in Egypt, and when they were trapped in between the waters of the Red Sea and Pharaoh’s approaching army, and God’s power parted the waters so that Israel could walk through the sea on dry ground and thus be saved?  Remember, Israel?

Isaiah tells the exiled Israelites in Babylon, “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet!”   Well, not exactly in those words.  “God is going to do a new thing,” Isaiah proclaims.   700 years ago in the Exodus, God had met the needs of his people by turning the sea into dry land.  Now, faced with an impossible 900-mile trek back to their homeland through a waterless desert, God promises to meet their needs once again; but this time it will be accomplished by turning the dry land into rivers!
I will make a way in the wilderness

and rivers in the desert.

Israel will be going back home!  God will send Cyrus, the Persian Emperor, to defeat Babylon, and he will allow Israel to go back home!  That’s the new thing that God will be doing!
I like to refinish furniture.  I’ve been doing it for 40 years now.  I’ve tackled some big projects:  like our kitchen cabinets.  I refinished Chris’ baby grand piano last winter.  And small projects:  37 years ago at my ordination I took an old piece of oak, stripped it down to its bare wood, and cut out this cross and refinished it.
There is just something absolutely satisfying about taking an old piece of furniture – maybe it’s been painted, maybe it’s scratched.  That 70-year-old piano had sat in the sun sometime in its long life and the finish had cracked and nearly crumbled away.  But you take an old piece, you strip the old finish off, sand it down, sand out the scratches, then you put on several coats of a new finish.  And it’s like brand new!  

That is God’s word to Israel – and God’s word to us – in the midst of whatever exile we might find ourselves in:  “I am about to do a new thing!”

Do you know how much of this Bible is filled with talk of God doing a new thing?

· From the prophet Jeremiah:  I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel…
· From the prophet Ezekiel:  I will give them a new heart…
· And elsewhere again from the prophet Isaiah:  I create new heavens and a new earth…
· From the apostle Paul…do you remember it from just last Sunday, from his letter to the Corinthians?  If any one is in Christ, he is a new creation.
· From Jesus himself, when he spoke about putting new wine into new wineskins…
· Or from the last book of the Bible, the Book of Revelation:  Behold, I make all things new…
In just two weeks we will be celebrating the greatest story of newness the world has ever seen and heard:  on a Sunday morning 2,000 years ago, God rolled back the stone from a tomb, and out of it tumbled not the expected ashes of death but the hope-giving, life-restoring waters of new life.  Jesus Christ, who had once been dead, was resurrected by God’s power.  And He has shown us the way back home to God, where hope reigns eternal.
Now I don’t mean to imply that, this side of the Kingdom, all the oldness of our lives simply disappears.  After all, that image in our passage from Isaiah speaks about rivers in the desert.  Do you see?  The desert is still there!  But God will provide rivers in the desert!  

I give water in the wilderness [God says]

rivers in the desert.
  That 70-year-old piano I refinished has a crack in its sounding-board…it’s certainly not perfect.  Jean-Dominique Bauby eventually died….but not until he had written this book, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly.  Do you remember?  The only thing that moved in his body was his left eye.  An aide would speak the letters of the alphabet; when she came to the letter he wanted, he would blink.  He wrote this entire book blinking…each…letter.  He died two days after it was published.  The book is not bitter; it is an amazing testament to life and beauty.
Did you notice that Isaiah mentioned a couple of desert animals in our passage?  Jackals and ostriches!

The wild animals will honor me [God says]

The jackals and the ostriches.

As I understand it, jackals and ostriches make some pretty sad sounds….howling and wailing.  When you feel like howling, like wailing, like whining because of the exile you find yourself in, look around you for the new thing that God is doing.
