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Back to the Future

Isaiah 43:1-3, 16-19
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Everybody loves new things.  A new car.  a new shirt.  Even the idea of opening a new bottle of shampoo after the old one runs out is somewhat satisfying.  Marketers know how much we like new things.  Just slapping the word “new” or “new and improved” on a tube of toothpaste makes us more likely to buy the product, even if it’s not clear exactly what’s new about it.  People like new things.

God knows that we like new things too.  So He announces in 43:18, “I’m about to do a new thing!”  But, always full of surprises, God points back, to the past, as he tells us about the new thing.  God wants us to look back to see the future.

God spoke these words to a people who really needed something new.  This time in Israel’s history was not a good one.  Remember, Israel was the nation God created when he called them out of Egypt.  Generations before, he gave them a new start.  Now, things were falling apart, and they needed another fresh start.  

The previous chapter, 42, describes the people as blind and deaf by choice, refusing to head God’s warnings.  God calls them a ruined and plundered nation.  In is anger, to wake the people up, He sent warfare, violence, fire, and high water.  God says, “Make no mistake; I am the one who has handed over Jacob because they sinned against the Lord.”  The people are feeling the heat.

Then Isaiah 43 starts with the simple words, “But now…” drawing a contrast between the dismal present condition of the people and the glorious redemption they are to enjoy from Yahweh.  In the people’s great distress, God identifies himself as their Creator.  In the people’s great fear, God comforts them. “Fear not,” He says.  There are two reasons why the people can take heart, why they can look to the future with hope.  First, God says, “I have redeemed you.”  Second, Yahweh says, “I have called you by name.”

Then God points to the future, by reminding the people of the past.  43:2-3 says, “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, the will not sweep over you.  When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you on fire.  Why?  Because I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior; I give Egypt for your ransom…”  

Passing through waters; going through rivers; walking through fire; Egypt for your ransom.  God is talking about the exodus, that mighty event when he brought Israel out of bondage to slavery and sin.  He set them in a new land, taught them how to be God’s people, and even made his physical presence known through the pillar of fire.  Later in the chapter, 43:16-17, God reemphasizes the exodus even more explicitly.  “This is what the Lord says – He who made a way through the sea, a path through the mighty waters, who drew out the chariots and horses, the army and reinforcements together…”  

God likes to preface his promises for the future by pointing to the past, especially the Exodus.  Why?  It’s as if he’s saying, “Look, it’s hard for you to believe that after all you’ve done I still want you to be my people.  If that’s the case, then look at my track record.  When the people of Israel were still lost in there sins and rebelling against me and my servant Moses, I moved heaven and earth to bring them to a new land.  Not even the mighty waters of the red sea could stop me.  Do you think I would go to such lengths, only to abandon my people at some later time?  Absolutely not!  I am the God who brought you out of Egypt.  So now look, whatever it was that has kept us apart, whatever sin, whatever catastrophy, forget about it!  Stop dwelling on the sins of your past.  I am doing a new thing - a way through the desert, streams in the wasteland.

God continues to do new things for us too.  He created faith in each one of you.  He took you out of a wasteland of sin and despair and put you in a new land, a kingdom – God’s kingdom.  We look back in history with gratitude to our own exodus where, not Egypt, but Jesus Christ, was given for your ransom.  We look back to our passing through waters, not of the Red Sea, but the waters of baptism.  We went into the water slaves to sin; we came out Children of God ready to live a life of love and service to our Savior.  

The people who came together to form this congregation 25 years ago had a sense of that identity and calling as God’s redeemed children.  They perceived that our God is a God of new things.  And so they came together under God’s blessing to do a new thing in His name.  The Church of the Risen Christ was established as a Gospel outpost in the Stillwater area.  I know that this congregation has been through good times and bad times, but no matter what this is a place where people can look forward with hope because they know where to look in the past.

They look to the cross and the empty tomb.  They know an event greater than the exodus took place about 2000 years ago outside the walls of Jerusalem.  Jesus died a substitutionary death to pay for the sins of all people.  He was buried in a tomb, and the third day after his death he rose again to life, exactly as the scriptures foretold.  All who put their faith in the crucified and risen savior will have eternal life.  That’s a promise.  

No matter what plagues us, assails us or grieves us we look back to the cross and the empty tomb for strength in this present evil age, and hope for the future.  And we believe, just as some did 25 years ago, that God likes new things, and will continue to do new things in our own lives, and through us for the benefit of others.

About a year ago, a little more than that now, the MNS district came to the people of Risen Christ Lutheran Church with an idea for a new thing.  There are over 20,000 Chinese in the Twin Cities, less than 5% of them are Christians, and we believe something should be done about that.  It was Risen Christ, not Woodbury, Roseville, or any other church that stepped up to the plate believing that God is a God of new things, and that it is long over due for Lutherans to start doing something new, namely the proclamation of the Gospel, among the Chinese.

That new thing has come to be called Christian Friends of China.  Like any new thing, it has not been without challenges.  When God did a new thing with Israel by taking them out of Egypt, Pharaoh didn’t stop short of sending his entire Army to stop them.  In our own personal exodus from sin, Satan, the World, and the sin that still dwells within us, pushes and pulls and lures us away from God.  Almost 100 years ago, a pioneer missionary to the Chinese from these very Twin Cities met major obstacles for the first ever mission to China by the Missouri Synod.

Edward L. Arndt became the Missouri Synod’s first missionary to China in 1913.  Prior to that, as he raised support, he faced harsh criticism from the Synod leadership, congregations, pastors, and lay people.  People said it would be too expensive, too dangerous, too unfruitful, and they wanted a guarantee of success.  Arndt had no guarantees, he only knew that we should be faithful in proclaiming the Gospel.  And if we failed, we would repent and try again some other way.  

But, against all odds, massive criticism and doubt, the mission was very successful.  By 1915 there were 4 schools and 2 preaching stations established.  Arndt passed away in 1927, but the mission he established continued.  By 1937 there were 77 congregations and thousands of baptized Christians.  Back home in the U.S. China Mission Society received the support of hundreds of congregations, pastors, teachers, and individual lay people.

After 1937 the mission in China became more and more difficult.  The Japanese invaded and overran much of China in 1937.  Then WWII.  At the end of the war, China erupted in civil war, which the communists won in 1949.  On October 1, 1949 the People ’s Republic of China was declared by Mao Zd Dong, and shortly thereafter all Christian missionaries were expelled from the country.  The door to China was closed tight.  Today it is beginning to open just a crack, but it is still very difficult to openly evangelize in China.

The way in is still very difficult, but the door is open much wider going the other way.  In other words, western missionaries are not going in, but Chinese are coming out and coming to us.  There is a lot of irony here, but also a great opportunity.  Chinese are coming to our cities by the thousands.  Some as students.  Some as scholars.  Some as entrepreneurs.  Some as lowly restaurant workers.  The MNS district recognized this, so did Risen Christ, and you knew something must be done – something new.

Christian Friends of China has not been without its obstacles.  Early on, before I even knew there was a Risen Christ in Stillwater, there were some who even left the church at the thought of sponsoring this ministry.  There were fears it would e too difficult, too expensive, take too long.  Will a new seminary graduate have enough experience?  I suppose the jury is still out on that one.  Since we’ve begun this ministry, there have been computer problems, a drop in membership, co-workers who have jumped ship.

But God says, “He who made a way through the sea, a path through the mighty waters, who drew out the chariots and horses, the army and reinforcements together… Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past.  See, I am doing a new thing!”  In my past newsletters, prayer meetings, and reports, I asked everyone to imagine some new things.

Imagine unchurched Chinese forming friendships with Christians equipped to be Jesus’ witnesses in word and deed.  You took that to heart, because in spite of the obstacles, that is happening.  It is now a reality.  More and more people are becoming actively involved, taking steps toward friendship with our Chinese neighbors.  It happens as people volunteer at China Place, invite friends to Friendship dinners, play games at Café Nights, and chop and stir fry with the Noodle Crew.

Imagine Chinese turning to Jesus and coming together to experience true fellowship with God and other Christians through Word and Sacraments.  That’s happening too.  Our friends from Taiwan.  One has confessed faith in Jesus.  One is almost there, and seeking out more instruction at a church in GaoHsiong.  The others are closer than they were.  At China Place, I’ve recently begun taking a young man through a baptism preparation class.  Friendship and Witness is happening, and therefore so is fellowship.

Imagine God using you to be a Christian friend of China, to be Jesus’ witness, and to lead our Chinese friends to Christian fellowship.  That is happening.  Many of you have gone far beyond zebra, others took their first step last Saturday, and I’m still waiting for others to take that first step.

Imagine Chinese Christians integrating into existing congregations or coming together to form new congregations.  We’re still a ways off from this one, and there is no guarantee of success, but I believe we are being led by a God who likes new things.  Keep praying that God will do that new thing called salvation by the power of the Gospel among the Chinese.  I believe He will, because I’ve looked back, the Exodus, the Cross, the empty tomb, Risen Christ’s 25 years, and it’s a future filled with hope.

May you continue to look to the past, to God’s mighty works of salvation, and by doing so, may you have strength for today, hope for the future, and courage to undertake new things in God’s name.

Amen.

