
United Congregational Church of Tolland, United Church of Christ       November 17, 2019 
Sermon—“Getting Unstuck”—Rev. Dr. Jeffrey M. Gallagher, Senior Pastor 
Pentecost XXIII; Based on: Isaiah 65:17-25 
 
A few weeks ago I went to a training with the newly forming Connecticut Corps of Fire Chaplains.  
Our speaker that day was a member of the Connecticut State Police who was intimately involved in 
the shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown back almost seven years ago on 
December 14, 2012.  
 
While the details of what he saw and shared with us are confidential, I did want to touch on an 
aspect of his experience.  Not surprisingly, after seeing the horror of what happened in that 
elementary school, our presenter struggled mightily.  He struggled to function, was overcome with 
sadness and anger, and couldn’t get his mind past what he had seen, heard, and smelled that 
December morning.  He was, as you might have guessed, suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder, or PTSD. 
 
Now, first responders, as you well know, have their brains wired a little differently than the rest of 
the population.  When a police officer or firefighter goes into a particularly difficult call or scene, 
they basically take in what they are experiencing with the right side of their brain—that is the side 
that is sensory, emotional, intuitive, the feeling part of the brain—and they immediately push it onto 
the left side of their brain, which is where reason, organization, order, and time stamps are found. 
 
And this makes sense, right?  You can’t be an effective first responder if you’re operating with 
emotion and feeling—you have to move what you’re seeing to your logical, organizational part of 
the brain and file it away.  However, there are some scenes in which that cannot happen.  Something 
comes in on the right side of the brain and it gets stuck there—something so unexpected or 
overwhelming that there’s no way the left side of the brain can reason it out or file it away.  Safe to 
say that 20 six and seven year olds and 6 of their teachers being killed in their school is one of those 
instances. 
 
So what happened is that many who responded that day got stuck.  What they saw, felt and smelled 
got stuck in their right side of the brain—their left brain just couldn’t process it.  Now, the right side 
of the brain has no time stamp to it.  Which means you can’t put it in the past—it’s always there, 
right in front of you.  Thus, those who suffer from PTSD can’t function as well at their jobs or in 
society, because they have this traumatic event which cannot be processed lodged in the forefront of 
their thoughts.   
 
So therapists have come up with a pretty incredible tool to deal with this called Eye Movement 
Desensitization Reprocessing, or EMDR.  So what happens is this: a first responder suffering from 
PTSD will sit down and start to relive the incident that they cannot get out of the right side of their 
brain.  And as they retell the story, they either look at lights, hear tones, or feel taps in their hand 
that go back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. 
 
Now I’m not going to pretend I can explain the science behind it, but what happens is this process 
of EMDR allows the first responder to go back through the incident and, literally, second by second, 
reprocess it in a way that isn’t overwhelming so that it can move from the right side of the brain into 
the left side of the brain where it belongs.   
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And what they have found is an incredible success rate—some say as high as 90% of police, fire, 
ems, military, those suffering from PTSD, see a reduction of symptoms in as little as three sessions.  
And for the presenter at our training, he said in just one session he was already able to get back to 
doing his job—which now includes offering a presentation to us which that he never could have 
done before the therapy.1 
 
Now I don’t know about you, but I find this to be fascinating, and actually not that disconnected 
from what we read in the book of Isaiah a few moments ago. 
 
So we already set the scene for Isaiah.  The Israelites have returned home from their time in exile, 
only to find their homeland “laid in waste.”2 
 
And although this text dates to a few years after that initial return happened, it reflects “a time when 
the people . . . . are divided and somewhat cynical about their prospects.”3  They are a people largely 
without hope for their future.   
 
And so to these despairing people the prophet Isaiah offers a word in which “God is the speaker.”4  
And it begins: “I am about to create new heavens and a new earth,” God says through the voice of 
the prophet.   
 
Hopeful words, right?  Maybe.  Although maybe not to this beleaguered bunch.  After all, they’ve 
been in exile and waiting for the day—promised by God—in which they could return home.  And 
now they’re here.  But home doesn’t look anything like they remembered or they hoped it would.  In 
fact, it looks pretty awful.   
 
And then they hear God say: “I’m about to do something new.”  “Great,” I can hear them saying, 
“we’ve heard that line before.  We’ll believe it when we see it, God.” 
 
But the question is: is that really what God was saying?  Well, in the Bible I read from this morning it 
says, “I am about to create new heavens and a new earth”; however, in some other versions it reads: 
“I create new heavens and a new earth.”5  And that shift in tense is anything but insignificant. 
 
You see, the Hebrew word in question here is used “to connote a continuing action.”6  Which is to 
say that this may not be about something God is going to do in the future, but rather about something 
that God is already doing right now.  Given this, Eugene Peterson offers a helpful translation of the 
text: “Pay close attention now: I’m creating new heavens and a new earth.”7 
 

 
1 Information on PTSD and EMDR taken from a training offered by Dr. Robin Grant Hall on February 25, 2017. 
2 William H. Willimon, Pulpit Resource, Vol.35, No.4, Year C & A, October, November, December 2007 (Inver Grove Heights, 
Minnesota: Logos Productions, Inc., 2007), 30. 
3 David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds., Feasting on the Word, Year C, Volume 4, Season After Pentecost 2 (Propers 
17-Reign of Christ) (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2010), 292. 
4 Fred B. Craddock, et al, Preaching Through the Christian Year (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press, 1994), 222. 
5 Revised Standard Version, among others. 
6 Stephen Breck Reid, “Twenty-sixth Sunday after Pentecost, Year C,” in The Lectionary Commentary, The First Readings: The 
Old Testament and Acts, Ed. Roger E. Van Harn (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2001), 400. 
7 Eugene H. Peterson, The Message (Colorado Springs, Colorado: NavPress, 2002), 1337. 
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Now, the question could be asked—and rightly so—if the people of Israel have returned home after 
a time in exile to find their home in ruins, how is God actually creating this new heaven and new 
earth that the prophet is writing about?   
 
Well, it may be that we’re quick to respond that it’s our job to do this work, right?  It’s our job to 
build houses for the needy, feed the hungry, and do whatever else needs to be done to make this 
vision come to fruition.  We’ve heard that sermon many times before.  And it’s not a bad sermon.  
It’s just that this text isn’t saying that this work is ours to do—it’s actually saying that it’s God’s work 
to do.  
 
And here’s how 16th century nun Saint Teresa of Avila suggests that God’s work happens in the 
world:   
 
“Christ has no body but yours, 
No hands, no feet on earth but yours, 
Yours are the eyes with which he looks with 
Compassion on this world, 
Yours are the feet with which he walks to do good, 
Yours are the hands, with which he blesses all the world . . . . 
Christ has no body now on earth but yours.” 
 
You get the picture, I hope.  The work is Christ’s—or in this case, God’s—to do, but the way God 
chooses to do that is through us.  Which means if the work isn’t getting done, then it might just be 
that the problem lies with all of us as conduits of that work.   
 
Really it’s not unlike someone suffering from PTSD—with something getting in the way of what 
needs to be done.  But in this case, we might be what is getting things stuck, bottling up whatever 
God might be reaching out to do through us to make a difference in the world. 
 
That’s all well and good, you may be thinking, but really what does that really mean for us, you may 
be wondering?  Well, Isaiah says that what God is creating is a time in which “the former things shall 
not be remembered.”  Sounds great.  But how many of us hang on to things that might get in the 
way of us moving forward? 
 
Maybe we cling so tightly to the way things were done, or used to be, that we can’t see a way in 
which the future, although different, might be a good thing.  Maybe we hang on to past hurts that 
leave us unable to move forward.  Maybe we can’t let go of regrets we hold for things not done or 
grudges that we hold against people for things done to us.  Maybe it’s a feeling of inadequacy or 
unworthiness that says we’re not good enough or smart enough or influential enough or wealthy 
enough to do what needs to be done.  Maybe we feel as though we have done so many things wrong 
in our lives that we’re undeserving of whatever goodness it is that God is seeking to birth through 
us. 
 
We know these feelings, right?  And hanging on to—remembering—these former things is a way we 
can become stuck—unbelieving, unwilling, unable to allow God to work though us to hasten the 
day when a new world becomes a reality. 
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Or maybe it’s not forgetting—maybe it’s forgiving.  Maybe there is a person from your past that you 
need to forgive for harms that were done to you—harms that still smolder and hurt inside, leaving 
you stuck and unable to move forward from that painful episode in your past.  Or maybe the person 
you need to forgive is yourself.  Maybe you can’t let go of those things you did but shouldn’t have 
done, or didn’t do but should have.  And maybe that grief over your mistakes has put you in a state 
of inertia. 
 
Or maybe it’s faith—or we might say hope.  Maybe it’s a lack of hope to believe that things can 
change or that God is up to something or that God might actually be working through you to make 
that change become a reality.   
 
Or maybe it is similar to where we started.  Maybe there is something in your life that needs framing, 
or reframing, or processing.  Maybe there’s something you’ve seen or done that is getting in the way 
of you being able to move forward.  And while it may not be PTSD, perhaps it’s some other 
challenge or struggle or mental health concern that you need to seek some support for that isn’t 
allowing God to do what God is seeking to do through you. 
 
My friends, you get the picture, I hope.  Today’s text isn’t about us needing to do—it’s about God 
seeking to do.  And yet, I truly believe that God chooses to utilize us to do whatever it is that God 
seeks to do.  And so perhaps our call today is to reflect on that which might be causing God’s work 
through us to get stuck—not allowing this world to draw closer to the vision Isaiah offers. 
 
A vision—with maybe, for starters, no more scenes of kids running out of schools, crying, with their 
hands on their heads like we saw at Sandy Hook or at Saugus High School in Santa Clarita, 
California just this week.  And that’s a new heaven and a new earth that, as far as I’m concerned, 
can’t get unstuck fast enough.  Amen. 
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