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New Earth 
 

Last week here with our scripture reading we heard from the relatively obscure 
prophet Haggai—we heard his call to rebuild the great Temple of Jerusalem—we 
heard his encouraging message that the new Temple will be even greater than 
the Temple of old.  

Today with this reading from the more famous prophet Isaiah, the lectionary, at 
least with its Hebrew Bible selections, seems to be continuing down a similar 
path, as today we have Isaiah’s ancient but beautiful message about the creation 
of a new heavens and a new earth—and so again we find the prophet looking 
ahead and peering into the future, with the hope and the prayer that God always 
has something yet even greater in store. 

Isaiah in a sense simply pushes Haggai’s prophecy to a more cosmic level—
what we’re to expect, Isaiah suggests, is not simply a new building down the 
block, but we’re to expect nothing less than a new heavens, which in the Hebrew 
language and worldview meant something like a new sky, and we're also to 
expect a new earth, or “new dirt” as would be closer to the Hebrew here, and so 
in other words, a new physical and material world entirely, a new planet, a new 
galaxy, a new universe.  

On the face of it, it seems rather impossible, doesn’t’t it—Isaiah’s vision of a new 
world in which everyone grows old and healthy and happy, a world where 
nonviolence and peace reign, a world where even the wolves and the lambs can 
go out to brunch together? It all can seem a bit too good to be true and, given 
current events, it can even seem patently untrue in a world where there’s still the 
type of mass and meaningless death and suffering, as with the news from the 
Philippines from Typhoon Haiyan.  

And so this week I’ve found myself wanting to argue a bit with the prophet’s 
vision here. Given the state of things, is this type of vision really possible 
anymore and should we still dream such dreams?   

In thinking about the possibility and the question of a new earth this week, I 
thought about how there are some contemporary thinkers who claim that we are 
in fact already living on a new earth, but perhaps not the type of new earth that 
Isaiah had in mind.  

I’m thinking particularly here about the recent book by the great local 
environmentalist Bill McKibben. You may have seen it or read it—McKibben titled 
this provocative book Eaarth spelled with two-a’s, and when I heard him talk in 



Massachusetts last year, I heard him say that he imagines this would be 
pronounced the way Arnold Swartzenager might say Earth, so more like 
Eaaaarth. 

By the end of his very compelling but also very depressing first chapter in which 
he documents the mounting evidence for climate change—the melting ice caps 
and glaciers, the disappearing forests, the record levels of drought and the 
increase in extreme weather events—it becomes clear that McKibben’s point is 
that what we’re witnessing now is something greater even than climate change, 
something more like a fundamental change to the entire planetary system, and 
so a new earth requiring a new name.  

“Here’s all I’m trying to say,” he writes at the end of that first chapter, “The planet 
on which our civilization evolved no longer exists. The stability that produced that 
civilization has vanished; epic changes have begun…We may, with commitment 
and luck, yet be able to maintain a planet that will sustain some kind of 
civilization, but it won’t be the same planet, and hence it can’t be the same 
civilization. The earth that we knew—the only earth we ever knew—is gone.”  

You know, in trying to wrap my mind around this idea of a new earth, whether in 
Isaiah’s version or McKibben’s version, I did what I think most of us would do 
nowadays when we’re trying to research something; I turned to the internet and 
to Google.  

A quick Google search on “new earth” leads to some interesting things, and 
particularly to a slew of recent articles about the Kepler space program, NASA’s 
most recent initiative.  

As you may recall, NASA ended its Space Shuttle program a couple of years 
ago, and so they're no longer sending people into space, but they’ve since 
moved into a new era of astronomy where one of the main goals seems to be 
discovering other inhabitable planets like earth, other Goldilocks planets as 
they’re called, planets which are not too hot, and not too cold, planets which are 
just right. 

Although there have been many possible candidates, the Kepler program is 
approaching the end of its run and we've yet to confirm another habitable planet. 
Whether or not we ever do find other Goldilocks planets, one good and helpful 
aspect to this project, I think, is that it can lead us to a renewed appreciation for 
the truly unique and wonderful conditions for life that we have already on this 
planet.  

Spending time this week contemplating Isaiah’s vision of a new heavens and a 
new earth, together with Bill McKibben’s thoughts on this new planet Eaarth, and 
together also with the NASA stories of the search for Earth 2.0, I found myself in 
a very "science fiction" type mood and mindset, and so I was happy to discover 



that there’s a new science fiction film playing in town called “Gravity,” and so I 
want to end today with some reflections that I’ve taken from seeing that film. 

It’s a pretty simple film plot wise and in terms of the dialogue, but visually it’s 
quite stunning and unique. For the most part, the movie consists of George 
Clooney and Sandra Bullock in space suits floating and spinning completely 
untethered and out of control within the vast emptiness and deafening silence of 
outer space. While there are moments when the characters find themselves 
awestruck with how beautiful the universe is, and particularly how beautiful the 
earth looks from outer space, the overall feeling and message of the movie 
seems to be how utterly hostile outer space is, and how dizzying and disorienting 
and ultimately how impossible and terrifying it would be to find ourselves trying to 
survive in a world other than the earth-based-world that we know--in a world 
without the gravity which allows us to direct our steps, without the ground under 
our feet, without the sky over our heads.  

The movie ends with Sandra Bullock’s character finally crashing back to earth in 
a little space capsule, landing in some ocean or lake with mountains and a beach 
nearby. After she escapes from the quickly sinking vessel, she swims to the 
shore where she pulls herself up on the beach with her hands, apparently her 
legs aren't much use after living in a world without gravity. Lying there on that 
beach, back in this world where gravity allows us to lie down and to rest against 
something solid and sure, she begins to laugh almost uncontrollably, clearly 
overwhelmed at the immense blessing of being home, of having the earth under 
her again, and then she grabs the wet, dark sand in her hands, sand which looks 
more like dirt, more like the Hebrew word for earth adama, so she grabs the 
adama, the earth in her hands, and says simply, “thank you, thank you, thank 
you.” 

In a sense, it's the same earth she's always known, the same planet that's been 
here for the last 5 billion years, the same planet that we wake up to each day, 
and yet, after her great ordeal, after having tried to survive in an environment 
other than the earth's environment, she returns in a sense with new eyes capable 
of seeing something like what Isaiah sees, capable of seeing a brand new earth--
one that is more special, more irreplaceable, more beautiful than anything she 
had previously imagined.  

It seems that we have something pretty special here on this planet. I’ve always 
thought it beautiful how, according to our great myth of creation in the book of 
Genesis, at each moment of creation God takes a step back in order to marvel at 
the goodness of what is, and at the end, God takes another step back and 
declares it all more than good, declared it indeed very good. 

As with the first creation, so too with the new creation that Isaiah envisions. 
Perhaps the good news for us this morning is as simple as this—to find ourselves 
coming to a renewed appreciation of this earth, to take delight in it, and not to 



take it for granted, is in the end to make the ancient prophecy come true: to see 
the earth with new eyes, and so to see a new earth. //Amen// 

	  


