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	As we now find ourselves on the cusp of another decade, we can’t help dwelling on the promise that this new year brings with it: Is there going to be progress in the war in Afghanistan, will people begin to find jobs again, will the Chicago Cubs finally win the World Series after 102 years of endless futility?  In 1931, The New York Times, founded in 1851, was celebrating its eightieth birthday.  In order to commemorate that event, it asked a number of the nation’s leading visionaries to look deep into their crystal balls and predict what our nation would look like eighty years hence, in the year 2011.  In the September 13th edition of the paper, it printed the responses of eight prominent Americans.  I downloaded and read each of their responses printed that day and I found them really quite telling.  Now remember, these predictions were made in 1931- a year when Herbert Hoover was President, the original Frankenstein and Dracula movies were just being released, and a good ten years before people even knew where Pearl Harbor was:
	Famed industrialist Henry Ford said that even though the world had made much scientific and technological progress since 1851, very little progress had been made in human beings themselves, that with all the material increase that had been achieved, he felt there had been a corresponding decrease in man’s conscience and moral character: “The newest thing in the world is the human being.  And the greatest changes are to be looked for in him,” he said.
	Physicist and Nobel laureate Arthur Compton anticipated the development of atomic power as well as faster and cheaper transportation and communication for the masses.  But he also believed that because of racial differences, a world union would not be formed but that neighboring nations would voluntarily unite under a larger and more centralized government.  
	Anatomist and anthropologist Sir Arthur Keith saw human beings becoming less personal and dominated by increasing social order and bureaucratization.  He was particularly concerned about the growing perils of overspecialization, especially in medicine.  Where eighty years earlier, medicine was divided among three orders of specialists- physicians, surgeons, and midwives,  there were now more than fifty different branches for the treatment of human ailments.  
	Dr. William Mayo, one of the original founders of the Mayo Clinic, marveled over how many contagious and infectious diseases had been largely overcome and how the average life span of a human being had increased to fifty-eight years.  He predicted that by 2011, it would be raised to the biblical measure of three-score and ten or seventy years.  Of course, the reality is that we’ve already surpassed that number by eight years and in Japan, the life expectancy rate has reached eighty years of age.  
	Physicist and Nobel laureate Dr. Robert Millikan predicted that the greatest changes would come in the field of biology rather than physics.  He believed that the continued application of the scientific method to the social sciences, as had been done so successfully in the area of physics, would help cure many of our social problems.  
	Sociologist Dr. William Ogburn was probably the most prescient of the contributors.  As chairman of the President’s Commission on Social Trends, he foresaw increased automation of our factories and that the magic of remote control would become commonplace.  Things would be driven by the electron tube, farms would become smaller, and our lives would be filled with more mechanical devices, making life much easier for everyone.  He was optimistic that inevitable technological progress and abundant natural resources would yield a higher standard of living for everyone.  On the other hand, he predicted the population of the United States would reach 160 million persons (we are currently over 300 million persons), and that poverty would be eliminated and hunger would no longer be a danger.  
	Physicist and chemist Dr. Michael Pupin remarked how over the previous eighty years, the greatest material achievement of applied science had occurred and that the power for creating wealth had been unequaled.  However, he said we also lacked the wisdom for distributing more equitably the wealth we had created.  He believed that in the NEXT eighty years, we would overcome this deficiency by creating an industrial democracy which would guarantee to the worker and equitable share in the wealth produced by his work.  
	The final prognosticator, Chemist Dr. Willis Whitney, could see how technological innovation would yield greater ease and entertainment for persons.  He also foresaw a better and more educated world with the largest task for the next eighty years being the promotion of mutual self-improvement.  
	Well, the optimism shared by those doctors and inventors and captains of industry is a far cry from the mood of many people TODAY.  Americans have never been LESS confident about the future- about their own fortunes as well as the nation’s.  For the first time, a majority of people believe that the next generation will have LESS advantages and experience a LOWER standard of living than they themselves have enjoyed.  A few months ago, Time Magazine declared on its cover that this was the Pacific Century because it is already being assumed that American power in on the wane and that the next hundred years will be dominated by China and India instead.  Only time will tell whether such predictions will be correct or not.
	Well what does this have to do with this morning’s Old Testament lesson?  It has MUCH as we will see.  Psalm 96 is known as an “enthronement” psalm- a hymn of thanksgiving that celebrates God’s kingship over the earth, a song that the Jews sung daily in their evening worship services.  It begins with what is a familiar refrain throughout the scriptures, that the people of God are exhorted to “sing to the Lord a new song.”  The singing of a “new song” is mentioned at least six times in the Psalms: In Psalms 33, 40, here in 96, 98, 144, and again in Psalm 149- all in connection with praise to God.  Verses 1-3 is a call for Israel to praise the Lord, and with verses 4-6, we are told the reason for doing so: because the Lord is powerful creator and all other gods are only powerless images.  In the rest of the psalm, the faithful everywhere are encouraged to join in praise for the Lord God reigns and, in contrast to the rulers of this world, he promises to judge everyone with righteousness, fairness, and truth.  With the coming of a new king, we need a “new” song to sing for a fresh, “new” era; we need a “new” perspective, a “new” orientation unlike any we’ve had in the past for our lives.  The old is being completely dismantled and done away with and all things are now becoming “new.”
	The message of “newness” as promised by God is a central theme within the Bible and one that is fundamental to the life of any believer.  The prophet Isaiah spoke of God doing a “new” thing, giving us a “new” name, and creating a “new” heaven and “new” earth.  Jeremiah told of a “new” covenant that God would be making with his people that would be nothing like the one he had had with their forefathers.  With THIS covenant, instead of on tablets of stone, God would write his law upon their HEARTS and forgive them all their iniquity.  Ezekiel prophesied how God would put a “new” heart and a “new” spirit within them and it would result with them bringing forth “new” fruit.  
	You see, the essential message of the prophets was not one of judgment but of HOPE.  They were asserting a promise of newness that the people of Israel had once believed in but had long since forgotten.  While Israel had been conquered by the Assyrians and then later by the Babylonians who took them into exile where she would languish for the next seventy years, it was this promise from their God of a new day dawning that galvanized their hopes and kept their faith alive.  They could have abandoned their commitment to Jehovah and resigned themselves to the fact that they no longer had any future as a covenant people.  Instead, God raised up a series of spokespersons to remind them that indeed a new day WAS forthcoming and it would be THIS PROMISE that would keep their hopes alive, despite being strangers in a strange land!
	This theme of “newness” continues into the “New” Testament where it reaches its climax and fulfillment.  In the Gospels, Jesus gives his disciples a “new” commandment based on love.  He tells them during their last supper together that the cup they are about to drink from represents a “new” covenant in his blood.  St. Paul tells the Corinthians that if anyone is in Christ, he is a “new” creation; the old has passed away and the “new” has finally come.  He says to the Galatians that the only thing that matters is not circumcision or uncircumcision but whether or not one is a “new” creation.  He exhorts both the Ephesians and Colossians to put on the “new” man that is created in the likeness of God.  The book of Hebrews speaks over and over again of how Jesus Christ is the mediator of a “new” covenant.  The book of Revelation promises the church that he who remains faithful to the end shall receive a “new” name, and a “new” song” shall fill his mouth.  In the Last Day, the people of God shall inhabit a “new” Jerusalem” that is in a “new” heaven and a “new” earth.  Thus, this theme of “newness” is not merely PERIPHERAL to the message of the Bible but one that goes to the very HEART of God’s promise and purpose for his creation.
	 What made this message of “newness” so important to the Israelites, to the Early Church, and EVEN TO US, TODAY, was NOT that a sense of optimism about their situation might be kindled nor was it to help them think more positively about themselves or their future.  NO!  It WAS meant to instill within them and US a NEW and RELIABLE HOPE, a CONFIDENT ASSURANCE upon which to base their and OUR lives upon- one that could be as certain as the sun rising the very next morning.  What I mean is this: 
	If we know, and I mean TRULY know that we are NOW, AT THIS VERY INSTANT, beloved children of God and that Jesus Christ is our brother; 
	and if we believe, and I mean TRULY BELIEVE that we are INDEED  NEW persons who, at THIS VERY MOMENT, have had our checkered pasts wiped clean and are now reconciled to God with a love that can never be broken; 
	and if we believe, ACTUALLY BELIEVE that we have the Holy Spirit—GOD’S OWN SPIRIT--present within us to accompany us wherever we go and in whatever circumstance may befall us; 
	and if we believe, and I mean REALLY BELIEVE that we are part of a new and dynamic community of faith—THE CHURCH—that is unlike any OTHER body or organization in the history of humankind for it represents GOD’S PERSONAL PRESENCE in the world; 
	and if we trust, and I mean TRULY TRUST that we have been given a WHOLE NEW FUTURE, one in which we are assured that in the Last Day, justice will roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream; 
	and WHAT’S MORE, that even after we have died, WE KNOW THAT WE KNOW THAT WE KNOW that death shall NOT have the last word but that we shall live in the presence of God and the rest of the saints forever and for all time, then this message of “newness” can never just be PERIPHERAL to us but assume FRONT AND CENTER in our lives.  
	If we TRULY believe this—a promise made from God’s lips to our ears, then it must surely mean EVERYTHING IN THE WORLD to us!  For if we come to discover that we are INDEED new persons through Jesus Christ, then this means we will also LIVE as new persons.  Like the psalmist, we learn there is now a new king over our lives and this requires a new song to be sung, an entirely new orientation to live by so that none of us can ever again be the same persons we once were.  We will have a fresh new foundation upon which to build our lives with a whole new character and set of values to be guided by.  We’ll be a part of whole new community which understands the nature and importance of having love and forgiveness and grace at the heart of every human relationship.  We will have an entirely new future which does not merely begin when we die and go to heaven but begins NOW, EVERY DAY, as we walk in humble submission to God and strive to perform his will.  REAL faith is the ability to BELIEVE the word of God when in Revelation 21:5 it says in relation to us, “And he who sat upon the throne said, ‘Behold, I am now making all things new.’”  	 
	Friends, we celebrate the coming of each new year with poppers and champagne because we’re REALLY hoping that what awaits us in the future won’t be a repeat of the old, that over the ensuing twelve months, we will recover a RENEWED sense of confidence- in ourselves and in our nation’s destiny.  Psychologists say that when we envision the future, we really look to the past and remember certain patterns which we then reorganize and project into an imagined future.  For instance, when we envision “heaven,” we try to recall our fondest, most beautiful and peaceful memory.  We embellish it a little and then call it “heaven.”  In reality, it is nothing more than an idyllic representation of how we’d LIKE to see heaven- an imagined future consisting of scraps and pieces from our broken past.  We never really anticipate something that’s TRULY new, only that which has been recycled from the past in another form.  
Well, we in the church have a unique opportunity to address the despair and demoralization that so many people are currently experiencing.  Here is our chance to make a powerful witness to the hope God has given us and to the PEOPLE of hope we have become.  When God promises us that we and our futures are completely “new,” God is NOT saying that he’s made a few new adjustments to our personalities, put a nice new set of clothing on us, and that we’re now virtually “as good as new.”  We’re not like some used car that has been overhauled, reconditioned, and then given a nice new coat of paint so that it might PASS for new- NO!  We are the equivalent of a Cadillac that has just rolled off the assembly line with the interior STILL exuding that fresh, sweet smell that only NEW cars can possess.  When God says we are made new, God is saying we are new in EVERY WAY- in ways that have no relation to the past and in ways that we can’t EVEN IMAGINE.  Nothing from our past is usable says God and so he’s had to start all over again from scratch with us.  
If we are TRULY children of God, then we have every reason in the world to “sing a new song” for we know what it is to experience the grace of God, the peace of God, and the presence of God in our lives.  We know from first-hand experience how the failures of our past have been wiped away and everything about us is now NEW- our hearts are NEW, our relationships are all NEW, and our futures are completely NEW as well.  God has put a NEW song in our mouths and he is asking us to sing that song out loud.  May we sing it in the mirror to remind ourselves again and again how much God loves us; sing it to our family and friends; sing that song wherever we work or to the lost and lonely we might meet throughout the week.  Make that song the last thing we think about when you go to bed and the very first thing that comes to mind when we rise up in the morning.  Oh the world may have one song to sing- a sorrowful dirge filled with loneliness and despair, but God has ANOTHER song for us, one filled with love and joy and hope and peace.  May 2011 be more than just ANOTHER year in our lives and the life of our beloved church.  Rather, may it in every way be a whole NEW year for us, a year filled with plenty of loud music, a year overflowing with the sound of joyous singing.  After all, as new persons, how can we NOT?  Let us pray…
	Almighty God, you know our hearts, our lives better than we do ourselves.  You know where we are in tune and where we are out of tune with you and with others.  We hear your invitation to sing a new song.  Help us to dare.  Help us to fly in faith.  Help us to answer your invitation, to echo your song in our lives as we confront this new year so that the world through us will hear your new song and receive the good news of Jesus Christ--Emmanuel—God with us.  We pray this in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
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