9th May 2010 Sermon: ‘Where Do We Find Hope?’  -Rev Allister Lane
Prayer of Illumination

Eternal God,

in the reading of the Scripture, may your Word be heard;

in the meditations of our hearts, may your Word be known;

and in the faithfulness of our lives, may your Word be shown. Amen.


Some of you will remember how the children’s television show Sesame Street would conclude by saying something like: “Today Sesame Street has been brought to you by the number 7, and the letter K” 
Oscar the Grouch, Big Bird, and The Count would all have referred to this number and this letter throughout that episode.
Well, if our reading today from Revelation were presented by Sesame Street, they would probably conclude: “These final chapters of the Bible have been brought to you by the number 12.”

This apocalyptic vision of the New Jerusalem mentions:

twelve gates
twelve angels

the twelve tribes

twelve foundations, and on them the twelve names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. 

twelve kinds of fruit on the tree of life.

Even the length and width of the city (which is translated fifteen hundred miles) is originally given as 12 thousand stadia. A stadia is a unit of measure used at that time. [the length of the race course at Olympia]
What is it about the number twelve? In the Jewish tradition the number twelve has rich meaning. The repetition of the number twelve contributes significantly to the vision of an ideal pattern for the perfect city; 
the city promised at the end of time;  a city to fulfil all human longings.
The book of Revelation was written (primarily) for Jewish Christians in exile following the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. It is a vision of strange images and bewildering events. And whilst we may not fully grasp the meaning of all the language in Revelation, there is no doubt that it was written to bring comfort to those Jewish Christians for the particular anxieties they experienced.
The language and images used we can assume were meaningful to their culture and situation. The vision of this holy and perfect city of the future portrays the city shaped as a cube: “its length and width and height are equal” [v20]  In their culture the cube is a symbol of perfection. 
It’s not difficult for us to imagine the significance for the Jewish context when we understand that the shape of this New Jerusalem city would be reminiscent of the cubic dimensions of the holy of holies of the recently destroyed temple in the earthly Jerusalem.  There is reassurance that the vision of the New Jerusalem enjoys the fullness of God’s presence.

This vision connects not only to the specifics of culture, language, and symbolism of the Jewish Christians to whom it was written; it is also connects to their specific anxieties. 
How can we draw comfort from this Bible text that seeks to assure Christians in their times of anxiety? 
While the context is different, we also face anxiety and seek reassurance that we are not alone and that there is hope.

We all face an assortment of anxieties that range from: playing occasionally on the mind –  through to feeling like we are being threatened beyond the point of being able to cope.
We worry about jobs. About what we are expected to deliver, about the weight of responsibility, about whether we are making a difference to the world. We can worry about changes that may occur, and particularly in the current economic climate, we worry about not having a job.

We worry about our health. Particularly as we age, we worry about the onset of challenges to our physical well-being. For a number among us at St John’s, illness has recently struck quickly, without warning, giving rise to much fear and anxiety about the future, which in itself affects our overall well-being. Many of us are struggling with physical limitations. 
And it’s not only ourselves we worry about; worry about those who are dependent on us (our children and grandchildren, our spouses, and our friends) What will happen for them if we are unable to function as we are used to?

We can find ourselves worrying deeply about the health of those whom we love; aging parents, family and friends, whom we never imagined would be struck by such cruel dis-ease. Our sense of helplessness when faced with the acute need of others can cause a lot of anxiety for us.
A lot of what we fear relates to some form of loss.

We fear losing our job, or our feeling of satisfaction in what we do.

We fear the loss of health, and the ability to function as we are used to.

We can fear our inability to fulfil our responsibilities (fear of letting people down) 
We can fear that we don’t have enough time to do all we want to.   

Increasingly, it seems, many of us fear violence; the loss of peace and security. Personal attack and terrorism often occupy a disproportionate threat in our minds, probably because they represent such swift and radical change to our situation. 
This modern fear of ours seems to be one shared with the original readers of the book of Revelation. In the New Jerusalem, the new reality, the gates of the city that exist to provide security from outside threats will no longer be regarded as necessary; never again will they be shut. The fear of insecurity will be gone; not because people will cease to come from outside, but because outsiders will come as friends. The new reality will be one where there is harmony and perfection of relationships. The vision describes how “People will bring into it the glory and the honour of the nations.” (v.26) The outsiders will not be feared; they will be welcomed.
How this vision speaks to our own fears of urban and global insecurity.

----
There was a woman who, for several years, had been having trouble getting to sleep at night because she feared burglars. One night her husband heard a noise in the house, so he went to investigate. When he got into the kitchen, he did find a burglar. "Good evening," said the man of the house. "I am pleased to see you. Come into the bedroom, and meet my wife. She has been waiting 10 years to meet you."

This is a humorous story, but, if we are honest, at the heart of it is an anxiety that many of us can relate to only too well.
So what does the Revelation vision of the New Jerusalem say to us about our anxieties?

Is our hope focused on the sort of description given here of a metropolitan utopia? (Metro New World?)
The Christian tradition has many varied assumptions about what heaven is like – some are biblical, most are accretions of what particular cultures regard as the goal of existence; the perfect scenario in the collective mind’s eye.

Even if we could secure a reliable understanding of the details of our eternal existence –  is this the locus of our hope? 
Sometimes the climax of Christian salvation through Christ can be described as having secured a place of eternal bliss; confidence in the reward of paradise. 
Is that the intention of this vision from Revelation? 

The details given in this part of Revelation is about a place. But there can be no mistake that whilst it certainly describes a place, it’s a place understood only in relation to a person.
The language and images in Revelation may not speak as strongly to us today as those first Christian communities, but the source of comfort is common. 
No matter how wonderful the reality is that we will experience, no matter how completely our anxieties will evaporate in this new reality – the source of it all is completely consistent with those ancient Christian communities; we all are encouraged to trust the triune God who speaks to us and promises to journey with us always. 

Our hope is not in a place, but in a person.
All scripture proclaims the passionate devotion of a God of universal significance throughout time, and beyond time. 
Where do we find relief for our anxieties, our worries, and our struggles? 
Is it in the specifics of a reality which we project from our own understandings of goodness?

Do we have hope in a heaven of our own conception, or in the God of heaven & earth, who lovingly offers us redemption, reconciliation, and restoration?

Rather than seeking to escape the here and now, how do we seek God IN the here and now?

Hudson Taylor, the pioneering missionary to China, gave this excellent advice: "Let us give up our work, our plans, ourselves, our lives, our loved ones, our influence, our all, right into God's hand; and then, when we have given all over to Him, there will be nothing left for us to be troubled about."

As human beings who can be so confident in our sense of what’s right, are we willing to trust God with our all, including our most acute anxieties? 
Do we seek our own partial peace, or the full peace of God – his wholeness, his ‘shalom’?
How open are we to this God who makes himself available in Jesus Christ?
How often do we recognise the new reality of God around us because of his Incarnation?

Do we really expect to encounter the risen Christ walking with us?

In the midst of all our worry and anxiety, we take ultimate comfort that the God of heaven and earth is with us. 
(in a moment we will celebrate holy communion together, in the promise of God’s grace to be with us by the power of the Advocate, the Holy Spirit. 
It is by God’s grace that we expect transformation; transformation for ourselves, our church (the Body of Christ), and our world.)
Let me conclude this morning’s reflection on God’s Word, with the eternal promise of Jesus from today’s Gospel reading:

“27Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. 
Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.” 
[John 14:27]
Let us give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; 
his steadfast love endures forever. Amen.
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