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Most of us here are old enough to remember the time of optimism. It was particularly noticeable right after World War II – no, I’m not old enough to remember that, but soon after! – when Americans thought we could do anything. We were strong militarily and economically; we rebuilt Europe, didn’t we? Things were good and would only get better.
Early in the twentieth century someone proclaimed it the “Christian Century.” The explosion of missions in the nineteenth century from the United States and Great Britain had led to the rapid growth of Christianity throughout the world, and people were confident that in the twentieth century would come the time that all nations would follow the Way of Christ.

There were setbacks, of course, such as the Vietnam War, but generally recent decades were a time of optimism: everything is good and will keep getting better. What happened? The so-called Christian Century saw the great decline of the Church in Europe and the decline of the Church’s influence in the United States, and now few are optimistic about the future. The world economic crisis, the changing climate, and the growth of militant religion lead us to feel that things are bad and will keep getting worse; it is tempting to turn to pessimism.

It was for such a time that Isaiah of Babylon gave his poem. He begins (verses 21-26) by calling on us to go outside at night and look at the stars. When you do, how do you feel? I imagine that our primitive ancestors, millennia ago, were frightened. We are so small and the sky is so great. With light pollution everywhere, including here in Clarinda, it is hard to see the night sky the way God intends for us to see it, but we can still get a feel for its immensity; we are so small.
One of the early achievements of civilization was the realization that the night sky is predictable. The procession every night repeated itself, and the pattern repeated itself over the years. It became possible to predict the motions of those wanderers, the planets, and one Greek philosopher accurately predicted a solar eclipse. Nothing ever changed in the heavens, but was predictable, and although Isaiah of Babylon did not say this in his poem, still it was easy for people of faith to conclude that just as the heavens were predictable, so the God of the heavens was reliable. Isaiah of Babylon rather said to look at the stars and consider the One who made them and who draws them out; is there anything such a one cannot do? The Lord not only makes the stars but knows them by name and knows you by name; will the Lord forget you?
Yet people went beyond that conclusion and were confident in the permanence of the heavens, that nothing up there ever changed. When they saw something that appeared to be a change – such as a comet – they insisted that it was not in the heavens but in the upper atmosphere. For a long time they did not know differently.
And then something remarkable happened in the fall of 1572. A new star appeared in the sky, in the constellation Cassiopeia. Some thought it was a comet, but it was clearly a star. It was in the sky long enough – fifteen or sixteen months – that by parallax they could calculate where it was, and it was in the heavens, not in the upper atmosphere. There is not supposed to be anything new in the heavens, but here there was something new in the heavens. They called it a “nova,” which means “new thing.”
In the twentieth century, we learned a lot about where stars come from and where they go. Some fourteen billion years ago, the singularity from which the Universe came resulted in the expansion of the Universe as matter spread in it. Fortunately, there was something like ripples or bumps in the fabric of the Universe, so that matter began to clump together. The only elements were hydrogen and helium, and the clumps grew large enough for gravitational attraction to pull in more hydrogen and helium. Then the masses grew so large that the gravitational pressure caused the hydrogen to begin to fuse into helium; the fusion reaction in stars emits enormous energy. When you see the sun in the sky during the day, you are seeing that fusion reaction. When the hydrogen is used up, the pressure begins to fuse the helium into heavier elements, such as iron, carbon, calcium, nitrogen and so on. Many stars eventually explode, scattering those elements throughout the galaxies, where they can become the stuff of life.
We have a pretty good grasp on the evolution of stars and the development of particular stars. There are still areas needing further explanation, of course, but we generally understand the mechanism by which these things happen. So, how is that a display of the Creator’s power? Now, understanding the evolution of stars has not removed all mystery; “Why is there anything at all?” is still a religious question. Yet our knowledge has undermined our expectations that the One who draws out the stars and names them is all-powerful and reliable.

I am not troubled by this, because it moves me to focus on something other than the power of God; I focus instead on the creativity of God. The realization that the stars have evolved and continue to evolve and that life evolves makes me aware that God is still creating the universe. God is creator and God is creating; nothing is finished, not even us. God is still at work, as creation tries out new possibilities.
In other words, I intend not to be optimistic nor pessimistic, but instead intend to have hope. God is still creating; not everything has been tried that can be tried. There are always possibilities.

The prophet urges us to have hope in the concluding section of the poem:

Even youths will faith and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted;

but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength;


they shall mount up with wings like eagles;


they shall run and not be weary;


they shall walk and not faint.

On Friday afternoon, when it was so lovely out, I went for a run. I was enjoying my run, plugging along, when a group of boys overtook me. They were young and running at a good pace; I didn’t recognize any of them, so do not know if they were a school team or what they represented. As I ran I had been thinking about this text, and so I enjoyed seeing the young running, and thinking that those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength. These boys would grow weary and fall exhausted, as the prophet said – not as soon as I would, but eventually they would – but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength.
We often read this text at funerals, but it is not merely an encouragement to keep going into old age, but the assertion that God is not finished. For many, to talk of “evolution” as I do is frightening, for it challenges their view of the world. For me, it is a sign of hope, for not everything that can be tried has been tried, and creation is not finished. The prophet does not hand us simple optimism, the belief that everything is good and will keep getting better, nor does he let us fall into pessimism. Rather, he urges us to have hope, to have hope in God.
When you are tempted to give in to pessimism, go outside at night and look at the stars. Or look into a fish pond in the time when tadpoles are swimming in it, or fish newly hatched from the egg. Think about the time of the tasseling of the corn, which will come. Get together with some of your friends and play a game you all enjoy.

God is not finished. Neither are we.

Even youths will faith and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted;

but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength;


they shall mount up with wings like eagles;


they shall run and not be weary;


they shall walk and not faint.
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