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Any good story has a good ending, and the Bible, the best story God has given us, certainly has a wonderful conclusion, filled with wild and dramatic images.   


The book of Revelation is John's vision of the great culmination of all of human history.  We read of the arrival of a new heaven and a new earth, and the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down from heaven like a bride adorned for her husband.  We read of God  making all things new, a time when  "crying and pain will be no more…there will be no more night, and no need of lamp of light or sun, because the Lord God will be the light."  We read of Eden being restored, the river of life flowing  throughout  and the tree of life, with twelve kinds of fruits, and leaves for the healing of nations providing nourishment for us.  

Can we imagine such a world—when everything that is wrong would be set right--when there would be no need for soup kitchens or Shelters for Abused Women, when we will not  study war any more, when there would be no more homeless struggling to survive the cold, or  street corner drug pushers that stalk the city streets at night, indeed there will be no night.  Revelation says there will be no temple in the new city, no preachers, no sermons, because we'll be so close to God and God so close to us, that we won't need praise groups or preachers to make God seem close, God will be among us.  


No preachers? No sermons?  You'll love it, right?  But what will I do?  Take up gardening, perhaps!


Seems too good to be true, doesn't it?   Fantasy, far removed from what we can imagine.  What are we to do with such a vision?  


This is our dilemma with the book of Revelation.  We don't know quite what to do with it, not only the grand finale, but all those strange, turbulent images leading up to it- vials and seals and bowls of God's wrath, and the horseman of the apocalypse and the blood of martyrs shed, and the chaining of Satan, and the great battle of Armegeddon.   Church people seem to be divided into two camps—those who are just fascinated with the book of Revelation and the effort to figure out all the symbolism, and those who find all that a diversion to the more pressing task of Christian living. 


A few years back the "Left Behind" series—with its vision of end times-- was the rage and a marketing bonanza.  Just recently we had Family Radio's creator Harold Camping predicting the end of the world would take place on May 21.  Like many other such predictions based on the timetable supposed derived from the Book of Revelation, this one proved inaccurate, though Camping said he has revised his calculations and the date now is October 21.   I'm with the school that doesn't get this—Jesus said we should be vigilant always, but that we wouldn't know the timing—and am always a bit mystified by the fascination of people with this book, which  most biblical scholars recognize actually adds nothing to the content of what we know about Jesus.  Revelation was one of the last books to gain acceptance as part of the New Testament—well into the 4th century.  Luther still had trouble accepting it, and it was the only New Testament book on which John Calvin, who seemed to write about everything, didn't write a commentary.   


And yet, it has had a profound influence on the church,  especially during times of great stress and even persecution, —during the 16th and 17th wars of religion in Europe, for example, during those periods of slavery or when the Nazi began their reign of terror. Revelation is a book for underdogs.   John, remember, was in prison when he wrote this, on the island of Patmos, during a time of severe persecution of the church. He was a desperate man and desperate people often have wild dreams.  He was writing to a disheartened, discouraged church, wondering about its future.  And John has a vision which gives him a glimpse into the heavenly realm, and what may be ahead.  And what he says in essence, is it's going to be a wild ride, and there will be times of great challenge and difficultly and pain, but hang in there, the outcome is assured, there is a new day coming,  God will prevail in the end.   A new Jerusalem is in your future.  

To those who see history as a random collection of events, or an inexorable working out of biological process, or who adopt the philosophy that the more things change, the more they stay the same, "que sera, que sera—what will be will be,"  stuff just happens without rhyme or reason, (you may know the bumper sticker which stays it more graphically!) the book of Revelation says God's history is purposeful, there is an end, a direction, a culmination toward which all is moving. 


This gets to the heart of what the good news is.  We live in times which seem desperate to some, when the problems facing us seem so daunting and complex and the will to tackle them  lacking.  We sometimes get discouraged in the church, too, thinking to world is becoming increasingly hostile or indifferent to the claims of God on life.  We worry about a secular spirit invading  the church itself,  hostility pervading the relationships between religions, the gospel losing its hold on our children and grandchildren,  and personal agendas trumping the claims God has on us.  And it's not just the summer doldrums which makes us think so.  And the book of Revelation offers a message which suggests something more than a little self help is necessary in such times—nothing less than the inbreaking of God. 

And so the vision we have read.  Does it seem too pie in the sky, removed from the tough challenges of facing the actual world in which we live?

I read of a church with a stained glass window problem.  High above the chancel, set in glass, was a depiction of the Holy City, New Jersualem, dipping out of the clouds toward the earth.  Some of the people said it was time for it to go, not only too expensive, but too unworldly.  What with pollution, the economy, terrorism, we've got enough on our hands without hankering for some make believe town in the sky.   Maybe we should dump the stained glass, dump the book of Revelation and stick to the here and now.  And yet something in that vision grabs us, " And I saw the holy city, coming…and death nor pain shall be no more."  It's a wonderful vision.


The congregation, after much debate, decided to keep the window.  For they discovered that through the years, the glass had so faded, that through the golden image of the new Jersualem, they could see the towers of their own town.  Call it poetry, or whatever, we're meant to see the world as it is, judging hard truth, dealing with what needs to be dealt with, but seeing it through the vision of God's promises, taking hope where hope is sure and trusting in the power of God who raised up Jesus.  

Vision, you see, is not what helps us escape reality, it is what enables us to deal with it constructively, creatively, hopefully.  As Browning put it, "a man's hope must exceed his grasp, or what's a heaven for?"

The legendary football coach Vince Lombardi once said that in all his years of experience he had never seen a perfectly executed play, where every player did exactly what they were intended to and achieved the exact expected result.  But he said, "I spend my whole life coaching toward that vision, and it enabled me to achieve great things."   


Hope fueled by vision is the Bible's heartbeat, pulsating in and under and throughout all else that takes place.  Hope, that the long arc of history bends  toward justice; Hope that a new world is coming; hope that  nothing shall separate us from the love of God.   


Some of you are old enough to remember the old campy TV show Hee Haw, which had a weekly sketch depicting the ills which troubled the characters and their world, introduced by this song:



Gloom, despair, and agony on end.  Deep dark depression, excessive misery.



If it weren't for bad news I'd have no news at all,



Gloom, despair, and agony on end.

It is hard to keep hopeful, when get our reality from TV—from CNN and Fox News, and the Today show and are conditioned to see the glass half empty.  


That's why we need the Book of Revelation, to keep before us that vision, that promise of hope.  It's not Pollyanna, not pie in the sky, not reality denying.  There are a lot of troubling, painful things in the world.   We don't know for sure how God is working his purpose out, but our hope is kept alive by the vision that the Bible keeps setting before us.  Hope is for the long haul. 


Far from providing a reason for doing nothing, adapting, getting along, just making do, it is having a vision which keeps us invested.  I keep coming back to my favorite quote of Archbishop Tutu—that I share with you about everything 2-3 months, and which if you take away nothing else that I say in my 16 and counting years of being your pastor, , I hope you will remember because it summarize much of what I believe if the attitude of the Christian—at the height of the apartheid struggle in South Africa, Tutu was asked if was optimistic about working things out without violence.  "No," he said, "when I look at the situation, and the track record of humanity, I am not optimisitic..but I am a Christian, and therefore a prisoner of hope." 


When we look at the world, and the reasons for discouragement, it is tempting to try to give up, or to get us energized by working on guilt,  to think that we are driven by on onerous sense of obligation about what we should be doing.  But from my perspective—and I think the Bible's—guilt is never what motivates us to make a difference in our world---it is hope, the hope of a vision that God sets before us.  


To have a vision of a world without pain and suffering doesn't mean that we'll escape pain.  To have a vision of a world of peace doesn't mean we won't suffer the ravages of war.  To have a vision doesn't mean it will all come together in our life.  Few people in our American history have articulated better a God inspired vision of a new world as a motivator for human action  than Martin Luther King, Jr.  Remember the last speech he gave before he was assassinated, in a church at a rally of Memphis sanitation workers, with the premonition of his own death:  "We've got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn't matter with me now. Because I've been to the mountaintop… Like anybody, I would like to live a long life… But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And I've seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land. And I'm happy, tonight. I'm not worried about anything. I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord."  

That's the power of the vision, that's the purpose of these closing words in Revelation---to give a vision strong enough of God's new world, that it makes all the difference in how we approach living in the present day. 


A New Orleans reporter interviewed a poor women deep in the Bayous of Louisiana who raised over a dozen children, most of them adopted and foster children, special needs children, no one else wanted.  Why have you done this, he asked.  Her response was deceptively simple:  "I saw a new world coming." 

That's the power of the vision, that's the purpose of these closing words in Revelation—a fitting and essential conclusion, don't you think to our Journey through the Bible?
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST OUR LORD!
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