Revelation 21:1-6a

St. Timothy; 11-1-09

What a Wonderful World


The gospel of Luke records an incident when Jesus was asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come.  His response is a bit intriguing to me.  Luke says that Jesus said, “the kingdom of God is among you. “  Some days when I look around me, I wonder where on earth the kingdom of god is among us.  It seems so difficult to see.


You do know what I mean don’t you?  It is difficult to see the kingdom of God among us now when we till live in a land where racism and prejudice are so easily evidenced.  It is difficult to see the kingdom of God among us when women are still fighting to prove themselves in male dominated professions only to make a fraction of the pay for the same work.  It is difficult to see the kingdom of God among us when we live in one of the wealthiest nations in our world, where there are still countless numbers of men, women and children who have no bed and do not know where they will find their next meal.  You surely see where I am coming from now, don’t you?  

There are so many examples of UN-kingdom of God experiences in our world which people must endure every single day that it can become overwhelming.  In the midst of all this, it seems fairly obvious why we would need for this heaven and earth to pass away and make room for the ushering in of a new Kingdom.  Is it any wonder then that John, the author of Revelation, would write of the need for and the coming of a new heaven and earth?  The writer is not clear as to what he means by the world “new”, except to say that it will mean that the old ones must first pass away.  So, what might that new heaven and earth be like?  I like to think that it would be a place where all peoples over every race and creed, class, age, color, or gender could live in harmony with one another because all have resisted the temptation to participate in the injustices or this world.  In standing up to injustice, people could affirm the image of God in each and every person; this would be a place where mutuality and inclusiveness would be a natural as taking a deep breath.

In this text, John follows the passing away of the first heaven and the first earth with the phrase, “and the sea was no more.”  One might wonder why John would have included this vision of the sea ceasing?  The reasons appear to be many.  One reason would be that, in the time of his writing, the understanding of the sea was that it was a symbol of unrest and danger.  In the ancient world the sea was a metaphor for chaos and it was one of the most frightening aspects of their world.  Referring to an earlier part of John’s vision, we recall that the sear was the source of origin for the beast.  And if all of those reasons were not enough, Eugene Peterson, in his book, “Reversed Thunder” suggests that at the writing of this book, it was the sea which separated John from going directly to those churches, as he found himself imprisoned on the Isle of Patmos.  

Going back to our text, you will recall that John is not satisfied with just a new heaven and a new earth.  He adds to that vision a New Jerusalem, the holy city.  This probably reflects his Jewish heritage, but it would also have been as shocking to his readers as it is to us.  All great cities of every time and place have eventually deteriorated and often have come to ruin, primarily because of its human inhabitants.  The New Jerusalem also represents the church.  Isn’t it interesting to note that in spite of all of our best efforts to get church right, there would still be the need for a new church.  Perhaps this new church could be truly one, holy, universal and apostolic.  The analogy of the New Jerusalem coming as a bride adorned for her husband suggests to me that the church of this earth, though it has been called the bride of Christ, will not really be ready to fully be that bride until it has been transformed into that New Jerusalem.  At last, the home of God will indeed be among mortals again as it was in the Garden before the Fall.

It may be inconceivable for us, but at last we will be restored to that state of communion with God, which Adam and Eve first enjoyed with God in the Garden of Eden.  At long last we will be restored the kind of relationship with God, which will be more like being on a first name, face-to-face existence.  As John points out, this will be such a holy city and the presence of God will be so real and so powerful that there will no longer be a need for Temple.  God will be present in the every day places like the grocery store, the post office, the school bus, or even in the unemployment line, if any of those places were to exist in that new creation.  Once again, we would experience Emmanuel, God with us, but as never before.

It is also interesting to note that, in comparing translations of this text, some say that “they will be God’s people”, while others say, “they will be God’s peoples”.  If that sounds like I added an “s” to that second one, it is because that is what the Greek does, the word for people is in the plural form.  That might seem to be trivial or insignificant, but it is significant, for me, because it implies a much more inclusive view of the people of God.  In stead of being just one, select little group that God sees as the “Chosen”, or as some folks refer to Presbyterians, “the Chosen Frozen”, God chooses to dwell with all of the peoples of that new Heaven and New earth.

So, what exactly does that close communion with God mean for the people of that new heaven and new earth?  Verse four says that, “God will wipe away every tear from their eyes, death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.”  Wow!  Doesn’t that sound terrific?  Who among us has not asked for an end to our suffering?  We might have felt some temporary relief, but it is usually temporary and we feel pain and suffering all over again.  Imagine being able to see the joy on the face of a family who lives in the Gaza strip when they find that God will be present to wipe away every tear from their eyes.  Imagine the joyful response of a child with leukemia who finds that death will no longer be a threat.  Imagine being able to tell an aging, arthritic widow or widower, who is suspecting the onset of Alzheimer’s who learns that there will be no more mourning or crying or pain.  There are not adequate words to describe that kind of relief that comes with that kind of good news.  Even Louie Armstrong could not be able to put into music the wonder and beauty of such a world as John has described here.   

And John tells us that the one seated the throne said, “See, I am making all things new.”  Did you hear that?  He did not say, “I am making all new things.”  He said, “I am making all things new.”  God will take our brokenness and frailties, transforming them into something new.  The good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ is that the transforming power of God can and will reconcile us into right relationship with God, with one another and with all of creation.  In times of trouble and pain, if that is not a vision worth holding onto; I do not know what is.  

On this All Saints’ Sunday, we do well to remember the promises of God that are in store for all of us who keep the faith.  On this Sunday when we have gathered to inaugurate our All Saints’ Banner, when we have gathered to share the elements of communion, we do well to remember this vision from John.  As children of the Living God, when we find ourselves sinking low, struggling with health issues or family issues or with any of the myriad of issues of life in this world, we need to remember this promise of a new heaven and a new earth, which awaits us all.  May God find us faithful as all those who have gone before us and may we be faithful in passing on the legacy of our faith with those who will come along after us.

And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.
 

