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The Seventh Sunday of Easter
Revelation 22: 1-6, 12-20

May 16, 2010

My dear friends in Christ, if I may confide in you for a moment . . . I have been struggling lately.  I think the weight of this broken world has really begun to bear down on me and to be honest, it’s kind of wearing me out.  Perhaps it is just me but doesn’t it seem like everything just keeps piling up one thing upon another?

The economy still stinks and has for last couple of years.  More and more people I know have lost their jobs and those looking for employment don’t seem to be having all that much luck.  Even when Washington tries to convince us that the situation is improving, it’s hard to believe them.  Their numbers just don’t add up.  Two weeks ago they touted as great news the fact that some 290,000 jobs were added to the economy.  That sounds good, doesn’t it?  Sure it does but in the next breath they said that the total unemployment figure went up at the same time.  Now, I’ve never claimed to be a math whiz.  For the most part I need a calculator to count all my fingers and toes but when the total number of unemployed goes up despite the addition of jobs, isn’t that still a net negative?  So, was it really good news?

What about the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico?  What a tragedy that could be for so many people.  Now, I realize that accidents happen and I don’t and won’t demonize British Petroleum like so many are doing.  Honestly, do we really think that BP wanted this to happen?  Of course not.  My concern, however, is for the people of Louisiana who live along the coast.  Having repeatedly traveled there over the last few years for our hurricane relief mission trips, I have come to understand just how dependent that region is on the fishing and shrimp industries.  This is going to hurt a lot of people in that area of the country who have already been through so much and when you think about it, how much more tragedy can one area of the country handle?  You cannot but help feel tremendous sympathy for them.

On top of that, the more I look out at the landscape of Christianity in our country the more I see that we just seem to be following the same path of the church in Europe.  What I mean by that is that the church seems to be growing more and more inconsequential, more and more irrelevant in both the culture and in the lives of the people.  For the last twenty years, the number of believers here in the United States has been steadily declining.  Regular church attendance has also dipped to historical lows.  We are not as bad as Europe yet where so many of the great churches are little more than architectural tourist attractions but, in a couple of generations, I could easily see that being the case here in the United States.  

To make matters worse (if I haven’t depressed you enough already) our culture, now no longer supportive of our values, has actually grown openly hostile to them.  Just recently the news reported on a nursing home somewhere on the East Coast where the residents have been forbidden to say grace at dinner.  We’ve heard of this sort of stuff going on at public schools but a nursing home!  Why the ban on grace?  Well, apparently the nursing home started accepting federal food subsidies and saying grace would, according to nursing home administrators, constitute an endorsement of religion.  Really?  Really? You mean to tell me that Grandma Schmidt bowing her head to give thanks to God for providing her daily bread is somehow violating the so-called constitutional separation of church and state?  Really?

I guess what I am confiding in you all today is that . . . well . . . I’m tired and I just want to go home.  And, when I say that, I don’t mean across the parking lot to the parsonage.  Nor do I mean back to St. Louis to be with family; although the Cardinals are there!  No, when I say I want to go home, I mean heaven; I mean that I just want to be with Jesus.


Now, in case you are worried that I might be contemplating suicide, I’m not.  My life remains fully in the hands of God and I am comfortable with that.  However, and I think you would have to agree with me on this, sometimes it is hard being Christian in this world and, the more we try to live our lives as Christians, the harder things seem to get.  Consequently, personally, I am ready for Jesus to come.  I am ready to see him descending on the clouds with angels and archangels and the heavenly trumpets blaring.  This is my hope and I hope the time is soon.

St. John words reflect this same sentiment in our reading for today from the Book of Revelation.  Actually, they are not so much his words, but his prayer, “Amen.  Come Lord Jesus.”  My dear friends in Christ, I am so ready for Jesus to come and to finally deliver me and all of you from this fallen and broken world.  And, the good news is that Jesus has promised us exactly that.  In fact, this is the promise of the Book of Revelation:  Christ, the victorious Lamb, will come and that is for certain.  

Now, I know that venturing into John’s Revelation can be a little bit daunting.  To be sure, it is not the first book of the bible I recommend for new believers to read.  Even those who are more seasoned in the faith and are anxious or curious to read it typically change their minds once they get to, oh . . . about chapter one verse 12 and the description of Jesus with feet of bronze, eyes glowing like fire and a voice that sounds like rushing water.  Suddenly Paul’s epistle to the Romans seems a better choice.  The symbolism of Revelation can be overwhelming, confusing and, let’s be honest, at times downright scary.
However, when we read the Book of Revelation, we have to make sure that we don’t miss “the forest for the trees.”  Or, more to the point, we have to make sure we don’t miss the central message for the bizarre symbolism.  John’s Revelation is actually an astoundingly comforting book for all who believe and trust in Jesus Christ as their Savior.  Amidst the four horsemen of the apocalypse, the great dragon poised to devour the woman’s child upon birth and the various plagues and elaborately illustrated disasters, we see the victory of Jesus Christ with utmost clarity.  He is the Lamb who was slain but is now alive.  He is the One worthy to open the scroll of heaven declaring that by his blood he has purchased men and women for God.  He is the meek and gentle Lamb by whose absolute power and authority has overcome the forces of Satan and evil.  He is the One declared to be “King of kings and Lord of lords.”  If you wanted to summarize the Book of Revelation as succinctly as possible you can actually do it in two words, “Jesus wins!”  And, if you wanted to get a little wordier, you could summarize it this way, “Jesus wins and he is coming for us!”
That is the comfort this book brings to you and me who must continue the battle here in this veil of tears we call earth.  Jesus gives us the clear promise that he has not left us here forever to deal with sin in perpetuity.  No, he is preparing a place for us and if he is preparing a place for us, that means he will come to bring us to that place.

Here in Revelation 22 we see that place and what a place it is. In typical Revelation fashion, the language is grand and over the top.  “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and the Lamb through the middle of city; also on either side of the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit every month.  The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations.”  The symbolism is amazing as John, echoing back to common scriptural imagery, illustrates the fulfillment that comes with Christ.  Consider the “river of life.”  From where does it flow?  The very “Water of Life” himself, the Lamb upon the throne.  The tree of life from which Adam and Eve were barred from eating after they sinned is now what?  Available for all to eat yielding its fruit in abundance and bringing healing to the broken nations.   The victory of Jesus, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, promises that our heavenly home, the place that he is preparing for us, will bring healing and restoration to all who have been touched by sin and believe and trust in him for salvation.
That, of course, means you and me.  None of us, not a single one of us, has managed to get through this life untouched by sin and it has manifested itself in our lives in so many ways.  Who here has ever been lied about or treated unfairly?  Who have you lied about or treated unfairly?  Who here has ever been estranged from a family member or someone you dearly cared for?  Who in your family or who do you dearly care for that you have estranged?  Who has been cheated, lied to, belittled, mocked, or publicly embarrassed by another?  Who have you cheated, lied to, belittled, mocked or publicly embarrassed?  Who has suffered verbal abuse? Who have you verbally abused?  Who refuses to forgive you?  Who have you refused to forgive?  Who has watched a loved one waste away and die?  Who himself here has faced a life threatening illness or disease?  
I could go on and on.  The diversity of sin is amazing and as I said in the beginning of the sermon, I’m tired of it.  I’m tired of sin in general, I am tire of your sin and more than anything, I am tired of my sin.  As far as I am concerned, it’s time.  I am ready to go where sin will be no more.

That, of course is exactly what Jesus promises.  Pay special note to verse 3.  John writes, “No longer will there be anything accursed.”  Don’t let that little gem pass you by.  Think again about all the ways sin has impacted your life.  Think of all the destructive things it has wrought.  Now think about what John is saying here.  Nothing accursed will be there.  Nothing with sin will enter our heavenly home prepared by Christ our Savior.  That which burdens us will be forbidden entry.  That which weighs heavily upon our souls will be kept out.  Best of all, it means that you and I will not carry our sin with us when Jesus comes to get us.  

Follow the logic of what John is saying because it really is rather simple. If nothing accursed will enter, and the promise of Jesus to us is that we will enter, then we will no longer be accursed.  The blood of the Lamb has washed away all of our sin.  Our robes have been washed in that blood and have been made white.  We will enter the gates of God’s heaven; we will enter the place prepared for us by the pierced hands of Jesus himself and when we enter, we will enter pure, holy, undefiled, unsoiled, unstained, cleaned and unpolluted.  Your sin, my sin and all the sin of the world will have been left far behind on a cross outside of Jerusalem.   
And this is why John’s prayer is in truth the prayer of all Christians.  “Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus!”  Heaven is our true home and our hearts won’t be fully at rest until they find their full rest in Jesus.  My dear friends in Christ, he is coming to take us away from all of this.  He is coming to free us what has held us in bondage and what still in so many ways oppresses us.  He is coming so that we might finally live in total, absolute and complete peace.

So we as those who look forward to the day of his come, continually cry out to our Savior in the prayer of St.  John, “Come.”  And let the one who hears say, “Come.”  Let us all, in  fervent prayer, plead, “Come,” and take comfort in the words of Jesus and his promise to each of us, “Surely I am coming soon.”  Amen.  Please, come soon, Lord Jesus.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
