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SUMMARY
The doctrine of the Communion of Saints reminds us of the good news that we have support facing the challenges of life, often in ways we’re not aware of.

AT A GLANCE
Whenever we break bread together, we share the feast with the faithful from every age. Each struggle we confront has already been triumphed over by Christians before us. Yet saints are not halo-encircled super-Christians. They are ordinary people who struggle like everyone else.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “The Shepherd and the Circle,” April 17, 2016. 

What do you need to become a famous inventor?
For most of us, the short list would include things like scientific aptitude, creativity, perseverance, the ability to “think outside the box” and unflappable self-confidence.
Beyond these, there’s one other thing that’s absolutely essential: money.
It’s one thing to have a good idea. It’s another to perfect a prototype through months of trial and error in the lab. But successful inventors do, eventually, need to make the jump from research and development to manufacturing.
That’s where the money comes in. Unless inventors are independently wealthy, they need to find at least one investor. They need the moxie to sell their dream to someone else, who believes in them and is willing to write big checks.
Samuel Colt — inventor of the famous revolver that bears his name — started out with money from his father, who owned a textile plant. After he burned through that dough, he formed a traveling medicine show demonstrating the supposed health benefits of nitrous oxide, or “laughing gas.” Eventually he gave up on that scheme and found a group of investors to fund his gun-manufacturing operation.
Samuel Morse, who invented the telegraph, was a teacher. A student’s wealthy father, who owned an iron works, was the first to bankroll Morse’s electronic research. Later, Morse got substantial grants from the governments of the United States and the United Kingdom to run the first transatlantic telegraph cable.
Alexander Graham Bell was likewise a teacher. Like Morse, he was not above schmoozing two of his pupils’ well-heeled dads, a lawyer and a leather merchant. They were happy to fund his scheme for a new and improved telegraph. But that wasn’t Bell’s real passion. He quietly diverted some of the telegraph research funds into a far more speculative project: the telephone.
Wilbur and Orville Wright funded their early research themselves, using profits from their Dayton, Ohio bicycle shop. It took them a long time to develop the first airplane, because they had to keep traveling back and forth to Dayton to run the business. Once their first plane took off from Kitty Hawk, N.C., the U.S. Army stepped up. The Army offered to buy a Wright airplane for $30,000, but only if it met certain engineering and performance criteria. Working furiously to qualify for the grant, the Wrights experienced disaster: their prototype plane crashed, seriously injuring Orville and killing an Army observer, Lt. Thomas E. Selfridge (the first person ever to die in a plane crash). Undeterred, the Wrights perfected the design and used that money to start their own airplane-manufacturing company.

Silent Partners
There’s a phrase that describes this sort of investor: a silent partner. Forward-looking investors take on substantial risk because they believe in the inventor’s vision, industriousness and personal integrity. They don’t, themselves, have what it takes to bring the dream to fruition. But they do have money and are willing to risk it. They take a back seat so the inventor’s genius can flourish.
The Bible includes some silent partners — spiritually speaking. Their support is not of the financial variety; it’s something else altogether. These partners are mentioned in Revelation 7:9: “After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white …”
They are what the Apostles’ Creed calls “the communion of saints.” They stand behind us, the present-day church, quietly lending support in ways of which we’re only dimly aware.
Not every theological tradition — particularly Protestantism — is comfortable with the label, “saint.” Martin Luther (and many reformers who came after him) were deeply suspicious of the Roman Catholic sainthood system, which canonizes notable disciples of years gone by and relies on them as conduits for prayer.
But that’s not what the communion of saints is all about. “Saint” literally means “holy one.” These holy ones — these silent partners who enjoy a new and perfected life in heaven — collectively lend their support to the church’s efforts to be faithful here on earth. (In truth, the New Testament never speaks of an individual saint. The word occurs only in the plural.) The communion of saints doesn’t scrounge up venture capital, of course, but their constant prayer on our behalf is worth far more.
As long as there is a communion of saints — and the promise of Revelation is that their heavenly witness is eternal — we are never lacking in spiritual capital. They are our silent partners.

Saints at Table
The communion of saints sit at table with the Lord in the kingdom of heaven. They are the ones who taste, in Isaiah’s famous words, the storied feast on the mountain: “of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear.” The saints trust the power of the Lord to “destroy … the shroud that is cast over all peoples.” They know that, in that glorious day, God will “swallow up death forever [and] … wipe away the tears from all faces” (Isaiah 25:6-8). Our silent partners know this better than we do.
This is the same company the author of Revelation glimpses in his ecstatic vision, gathered around the throne of the Lamb, robed in white. They “worship him day and night within his temple, and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them” (Revelation 7:15).
The joyous witness of this classic article of our faith, the communion of saints, is that we are never alone. Our feeble and faltering efforts to sing the Lord’s song are caught up in the unending hymn of the saints. The accumulated power of their faith washes over us like a huge wave and carries us along.
Whenever we break bread together in the sacrament of the Lord’s supper, we share the feast of life with those who have gone before. We find ourselves, then, truly in communion, not merely with our fellow believers seated beside us, but with the faithful from every age.

Saints Preserve Us
In our common life in the church, and in our individual lives, we face our obstacles and carry on the best we can, striving to live out, in word and deed, this remarkable vocation called Christian discipleship.
Sometimes things go well; we sense the Holy Spirit at work in our world, and realize we’re surrounded by God’s love, constant as the air we breathe. We know, in bright moments like these, that this Christian faith of ours works — that it’s the most eminently practical guide for living ever devised.
Of course, there are other times when we feel discouraged and disheartened. In such moments, life seems a weary round of one step forward, two steps back. There are times when we find ourselves nodding in sympathy with the psalmist's complaint that the wicked “have no pain; their bodies are sound and sleek … always at ease, they increase in riches. All in vain have I kept my heart clean and washed my hands in innocence” (Psalm 73:4,12-13).
Yet, in every season — in good times or in bad — we can take comfort in this reassuring fact that we are never alone. For surrounding us on every side are those silent partners, the communion of saints.
No struggle we confront in this life has not already been faced — and triumphed over — by some other Christian before us. There is no sorrow or loss so deep that there are none who can look upon us and share our pain. There is no moment when we are truly alone ─ not as long as we remain in communion with the company of the faithful from every time and place!

Ordinary Saints
So, who are these saints?
Ordinary Christians, like us. Books called “Lives of the Saints” — the celebrity puff-pieces of their day — have largely fallen out of fashion. That’s probably a good thing. We do far better to learn the stories (to the extent they are available) of respected Christians as they really were, not as subsequent generations of super-fans imagined them to be.
Saints are not super-Christians with halos encircling their persons, like Superman’s scarlet cape. They’re not God’s all-star team. Some saints are justifiably famous, while others have been lost to obscurity. Saints are every disciple who, in Paul’s words, has “fought the good fight, finished the race, kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7).
Anyone who looks beyond the traditional artistic accoutrements of sainthood — the crowns, the halos, the pious expressions — quickly discovers they’re very human. As the Christian apologist Blaise Pascal points out, saints are merely people who have intimate knowledge of grace because they need it so much. “To make a person a saint,” Pascal writes, “grace is certainly needed, and anyone who doubts this does not know what a saint, or a human being, really is.”1
The author George Santayana cuts straight to the heart of it, as he quips: “It is easier to make a saint out of a libertine than out of a prig.”2
Saints are people like Abraham, who didn’t become saintly until very late in life. Scripture tells us almost nothing about this patriarch’s life before age 75. What do you suppose that spiritual giant was doing during most of his adult life before he got the call to pull up stakes and move to the promised land?
We can’t say for sure, but Abram was probably buying and selling livestock, providing for his family, paying his servants, and carrying out his daily duties. In all likelihood, he went for significant periods of time without any life-changing “mountaintop” experiences.
Saints are people like Teresa of Avila, who had a sense of the earthy as well as the sublime. They say Teresa was once out walking with a group of her fellow nuns, when it started pouring rain. Then, the bridge they were crossing collapsed, casting the entire company into the muddy waters. Teresa looked to the heavens and exclaimed, “God, if this is how you treat your friends, I’d hate to be your enemy!” You can almost imagine her shaking her fist at the heavens. (And can’t you imagine yourself saying something very similar?)
Saints are ordinary people, who struggle with their faith like anyone else. The communion of saints is the community of the forgiven, not the unnaturally saintly.

Saints Among Us
Saints are some of the Christians we know and encounter day to day, the outpost of the communion of saints among the living. A story that brings home the power of this communion, right here in our midst, was once told by the preacher Fred Craddock:
It seems there was a young woman who learned she had a potentially fatal cancer. She had surgery, then some treatments. She was able to get on with her life for a time; but then, at a routine checkup, she learned the dreaded disease was back.
There was more surgery and further treatment. This time it took more out of her. Recovery was slower. But she persevered and returned to her life again.
Some years later, during another routine checkup, she learned the disease had once again returned. This time, the prognosis was grim. She spent some time talking with her friends; she prayed; and she decided there would be no more surgery, no more grueling chemotherapy. The young woman went home. Her friends gathered around.
One day, Death came and knocked at the door. Her friends rushed to the door and leaned against it, to keep Death out. Death went away.
But Death came back, and this time Death not only knocked, but leaned on the door as though to push it in. The young woman’s friends leaned against it all the harder. Death went away.
A short while later, Death came calling again. Death knocked on the door and leaned against the door. The friends made as if to stand against it, but the young woman said no, move aside. They looked at her as though she were crazy. She couldn't possibly know what she was saying. They refused to obey.
But she told them again, in a louder voice, to move away from the door. When they saw the steely determination in her eyes, they knew she meant what she said, so they moved away. Sensing no resistance, Death pushed open the door and came into the room. The young woman was sitting, propped up on pillows, waiting for Death, looking Death right in the eye.
When Death saw the strength of her spirit, Death looked beaten and ashamed. Death did take her, then — but Death knew that, by the power of Jesus Christ, and by the witness of the communion of saints gathered there in that room, there was no triumph to be had that day. Death had been beaten again.3
Believe in the communion of saints. It is one of the greatest supports for the Christian life, in this world as well as the next!
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
1. Blaise Pascal, Christianity for Modern Pagans: Pascal’s Pensees Edited, Outlined, and Explained, ed. Peter Kreeft (Ignatius Press, 1993), 164.
2. Quoted by Martin Marty in Context, November 15, 1995, 6.
3. Adapted from Fred Craddock, Craddock Stories (Chalice Press, 2001), 38.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Acts 9:36-43
What Does the Text Say?
Aware that some of his readers weren’t Jewish, Luke translates Tabitha’s Aramaic name into its Greek form “Dorcas,” both of which mean “gazelle.” Yet irrespective of the extraneous details one can tease out of this text about Luke’s audience, the main point is that mercy is shown to one who has shown mercy.
The story opens with a compelling description of Tabitha: She was a “disciple [maqhtria; fem. sg.]” who had been “devoted to good works and acts of charity” (v. 36). Though “Gazelle” had run well throughout her life, she “became ill and died” (v. 37a). After the disciples washed her body, they laid it in an upper room, apparently in preparation for her wake (v. 37b).
But that supposition is questionable because “the disciples [maqhtai; masc. pl.]” sent two men to Lydda to plead with Peter, “Please come to us without delay” (v. 38). Rather than merely preparing Tabitha’s body for burial, they had prepared her to receive one known for miraculous intervention (cf. Acts 5:14-16).
Although Luke’s narrative is severely abridged, one can reasonably assume that these men told Peter about Dorcas. After reaching Joppa, they bring him to the upper room where her body lies. The widows, duty-bound to prove Dorcas’ character to Peter, show him “tunics and other clothing” she had made (v. 39).
Moved by their “weeping” and testimony about “Gazelle,” Peter ushers all of them out of the room. Although his behavior may appear ill-mannered and insensitive, Peter imitates his Lord, who had acted in the same way under similar circumstances (cf. Mark 5:21-43; Luke 8:40-56). Once all the spectators were removed, Peter turned to the lifeless body and said, “Tabitha, get up” (v. 40a). Immediately Tabitha “opened her eyes … and … sat up” (v. 40b). Peter “gave her his hand and helped her up,” and he called “the saints and widows,” showing “her to be alive” (v. 41).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
What Are Your Vital Signs? Your text is verse 41: “[H]e showed her to be alive.” How cool is that? So, the question for us is: Are we alive? Is it demonstrably clear that we’re alive and not dead, dormant and deceased, as we may appear to be? If we’re alive, our vital signs must be strong. Talk about vital signs and how they measure physiological health. Your vital signs include body temperature, pulse or heart rate, blood pressure and respiratory function. Recall that when you visit the doctor, a nurse usually takes your temperature, checks your pulse and takes your blood pressure to ensure that you’re not a dead man walking. Talk about how to live in such a way as to ensure that others see you as alive — even when conventional wisdom says you should be dead. Even though you’ve experienced loss, gone through adversity, etc., here you are, very much alive and ready to serve God and others. It’s a miracle.

Psalm 23
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm is arguably the most well-known text of Holy Scripture, familiar to even the secular unbeliever. It’s a journey psalm, in which the writer sees himself as being led through life to his ultimate resting place. He is taken by the Lord — who is his shepherd — to green pastures and still water, but he’s also led through dark valleys. The shepherd himself is well-equipped to take care of the sheep while on this peregrination through life. He restores the soul, his staff comforts, he has a horn of oil to bind up wounds (surely, branches and nettles will prick the flesh of the legs of the sheep as they traverse dark and narrow crevices) and he knows the “right paths” (v. 3). The metaphor shifts abruptly in the last two stanzas, and now the sheep has become a pilgrim for whom the Lord has prepared a lavish table even in the very presence of his enemies — not to speak of a final abode where the pilgrim will reside his “whole life long.”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Jesus, Our Tour Leader. Have you ever led a tour? Have you ever been responsible for a large group of people — adults, children, students — as you traveled to some destination? Talk to some elementary schoolteachers about their experiences herding first-graders on a field trip to a museum or some such place. Your conversations and experiences will give you context for the idea of a shepherd trying to get a flock of sheep from pasture to pond through thick and thin and finally to the fold at the end of the day. What’s the goal of a teacher when she takes 20 children into the city to see the museum? Safety is a primary concern, of course. What does she do to ensure safety? She’s counting heads every 15 minutes. She’s arranged for a buddy system, too. Learning is another goal. She leads the kids to a place where their minds and souls are nurtured. Sometimes it might be boring, but still, the students can’t help but come away from it with something. Then the dark valleys. She stands in the street while her students cross to the other side. And then at the end of the trip, she prepares a table in the cafeteria in the presence of their “enemies,” i.e., all the adults who, when seeing a cotillion of little kids walking into the café, groan and bemoan their bad luck. You can work with this idea and take it from here. You might also reference Jesus’ own self-description as a shepherd in the gospel reading for today.

John 10:22-30
What Does the Text Say?
Keys to understanding this short passage are found in its literary and historical contexts. It’s the specific historical context that generates the question on which the passage hangs, and it’s the literary context that provides the images from which Jesus crafts his response.
The literary context is established by the shepherd images that Jesus uses to describe his ministry, culminating in his self-description as the shepherd who will “lay down [his] life” for the sheep “in order to take it up again” (v. 17). The evangelist states that “the Jews were divided because of these words,” some believing that Jesus must be possessed and others believing his signs demonstrate God is with him (vv. 19-21).
The evangelist locates this exchange as taking place during “the festival of the Dedication … in Jerusalem” (v. 22). Known to us as Hanukkah, this festival commemorates God’s presence with the Jews during the Maccabean resistance against the Seleucids. It was consequently a time when the political aspirations of the Jews then under Roman domination were running high. With the people divided in their opinions about Jesus and everyone’s attention focused by the festival’s political overtones, some religious authorities asked Jesus, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly” (v. 24). It was “suspense” about whether Jesus was the Messiah, the one anointed by God to bring political deliverance to the Jews, that was causing both division and anxiety among them. They wanted a simple, straightforward answer, not ambiguous images of a shepherd who leads the way to life through death.
Jesus responds, in essence, that if there is any confusion or suspense, the fault doesn’t lie with him: “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me” (v. 27; see vv. 3-4). By repeating an earlier statement, Jesus links this response to all that has come before. His declaration, “What my Father has given me is greater than all else” (v. 29), may then recall his earlier assertion, “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold” (v. 16). Those whom the Father has given to Jesus recognize from both his teachings and his signs (vv. 25-26) that his ministry goes far beyond the nationalist hopes of any people. It is about preserving all God’s people in eternal life (v. 28).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Beware the Sheep-Snatchers! Twice in this text, Jesus uses the expression, “No one will snatch them out of …” (vv. 28-29). In the first case, Jesus says — concerning his sheep who 1) hear his voice, 2) are known by him and 3) follow him — that no one will snatch them away from the shepherd. There is no predator or circumstance (see Romans 8:35-39) that can rip them from the hand of the Good Shepherd. In the second case, perhaps looking forward to his ordeal on the cross, Jesus says that what “the Father” has given him, “no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand.” So, Jesus, at least in the first case, is talking about sheep snatching, or we might say sheep rustling, and out West there used to be a time when rustling sheep or cattle was a hangable offense. Jesus isn’t referring here to the preachers snatching or stealing sheep from one church or flock to another. He’s making the point, in light of his soon departure, that those whom he knows and those who know his voice and follow him are safe. Perils may abound, and in other places, Jesus says they might even be hated just as he was hated, but they will be safe, come what may.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Don’t you see, darling Bloom, glorious Bloom? It’s so simple. STEP ONE: We find the worst play ever written, a surefire flop. STEP TWO: I raise a million bucks. Lots of little old ladies out there. STEP THREE: You go back to work on the books, two of them — one for the government, one for us. You can do it, Bloom; you’re a wizard! STEP FOUR: We open on Broadway. And before you can say STEP FIVE, we close on Broadway! STEP SIX: We take our million bucks and fly to Rio!
—Max Bialystock (Zero Mostel) speaking to Leo Bloom (Gene Wilder) in Mel Brooks’ 1967 film, The Producers. This comedy is about a pair of lovable con men who craft a pyramid scheme, by which they recruit more silent partners than necessary to back a truly terrible musical-theater production — hoping that, when the doomed show flops after the first night, none of the investors will learn of each other’s existence. The comedy, of course, arises from the fact that their show, “Springtime for Hitler,” is so bad it’s good. When the show is a smash hit, they can’t afford to pay all their investors.

##

There’s an old story about the reign of Oliver Cromwell — the Puritan “Lord Protector” who ruled England for a decade or so in the mid-1600s. Cromwell’s government faced a shortage of currency. His tax collectors scoured the British Isles, scrambling for silver he could recast into coin to meet the fiscal emergency.
After a month or so, the Lord Protector’s agents returned emptyhanded. The only silver, they lamented, was in the cathedrals, where saints’ statues gleamed back at them from the safety of their pedestals.
To this, Cromwell is said to have replied, “Then let us melt down the saints, and put them into circulation!”
Certainly, his executive order caused the destruction of precious works of art. As Cromwell saw it, though, those were desperate times. The freeing-up of additional currency saved the economy and kept many Britons from starvation.
When the individuality of saints is “melted down” into the communion of saints, that great worshiping multitude, we feel their power. These silent partners are not set apart, remotely high, but are beside us as we gather.

##

Rather than just say, “Oh, how could they have thought that? How could they have done that in a previous age?” — being contemptuous toward the past — we should say, “Well, like me, these were people with partial perspectives, partial understanding, and they did their best and they did it really badly like me.” And bringing that into the light and acknowledging it about them and with them — I think that’s how we actually live in the communion of saints. We’re great chronological snobs, aren’t we? We love to think how stupid our predecessors were — without realizing that, of course, means we will be thought of as equally stupid by our successors.
—Rowan Williams, “Faith, imagination, and the glory of ordinary life, Marilynne Robinson and Rowan Williams in conversation,” The Christian Century, March 25, 2019.
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/interview/faith-imagination-and-glory-ordinary-life.
Retrieved November 24, 2021.

##

I have a peaceful study, as a refuge from the hurries and noise of the world around me; the venerable dead are waiting in my library to entertain me and relieve me from the nonsense of surviving mortals.
—Samuel Davies (Colonial American Presbyterian preacher in Virginia, and later president of the College of New Jersey, antecedent of both Princeton University and Princeton Theological Seminary).

##

The Church’s answer [to the question of whether Roman Catholics can instruct their survivors to do whatever they want with their cremains], one which flies in the face of nearly everything we assume about selfhood in 21st century America is this: No, you can’t. Because your body isn’t yours alone. It belongs to you, but it also belongs to God and especially to the community.
In the Catholic tradition, there is an ongoing and active relationship between the living and the dead. The communion of saints is a community which includes both living and dead people. Since they are still important members of the community, in order to “get together” with our dead friends and relatives, we need a place to meet them. For this reason, according to the Church, the person’s body should not be dissolved in the ocean or scattered in a national park.
On the Day of the Dead, or All Souls’ Day, Catholic Christians in Mexico and many other cultures visit their dead, picnic in cemeteries, tell stories, cook favorite foods which they bring to their dead family members. This acknowledgment of the continuity of relationships after death is at the center of the new instruction. …
We instinctively and quite rightly recoil at the idea that our bodies might not be solely our own while we are still using them. But when it comes to the bodies of the dead, the Vatican’s new instruction is oddly comforting, despite its apparent lack of respect for the wishes of the individual. Insisting on the integrity of the dead body and its burial in hallowed ground is insistence that our bodies are valuable, not just to us, but to those we love, and to the world.
—Karen E. Park, “Vatican Instruction on Cremation Rankles Many, But Give it a Second Look,” Religion Dispatches, November 4, 2016.
https://religiondispatches.org/vatican-instruction-on-cremation-rankles-many-but-give-it-a-second-look/.

##

The church is quiet. Outside, a bird starts singing. It’s nothing special, only a handful of notes angling out in different directions. Then a pause. Then a trill or two. A chirp. It is just warming up for the business of the day, but it is enough.
The parson and his assistant and the usual scattering of senior citizens, parents, teenagers are not alone in whatever they think they’re doing. Maybe that is what the bird is there to remind them. In its own slapdash way the bird has a part in it too. Not to mention “Angels and Archangels and all the company of heaven” if the prayer book is to be believed. Maybe we should believe it. Angels and Archangels. Cherubim and seraphim. They are all in the act together. It must look a little like the great jeu de son et lumiere at Versailles when all the fountains are turned on at once and the night is ablaze with fireworks. It must sound a little like the last movement of Beethoven’s Choral Symphony or the Atlantic in a gale.
And ‘all the company of heaven’ means everybody we ever loved and lost, including the ones we didn’t know we loved until we lost them or didn’t love at all. It means people we never heard of. It means everybody who ever did — or at some unimaginable time in the future ever will — come together at something like this table in search of something like what is offered at it.
Whatever other reasons we have for coming to such a place, if we come also to give each other our love and to give God our love, then together with Gabriel and Michael, and the fat parson, and Sebastian pierced with arrows, and the old lady whose teeth don’t fit, and Teresa in her ecstasy, we are the communion of saints.
—Frederick Buechner, Whistling in the Dark (Harper & Row, 1988), 31.

##

Peter Yarrow of Peter, Paul and Mary says they will not perform again as a trio. Mary Travers has been battling cancer and Yarrow tells WTOP Radio in Washington, “The band will not be able to perform live again, in the absence of some kind of medical turnaround, which is unexpected.” He says Travers is on oxygen and in a wheelchair, but they still get together as friends. Yarrow and Noel Paul Stookey are continuing to perform without Travers. Yarrow says they don’t sing Travers’ part and he’s delighted when the audience sings it for them.
—From a 2009 Associated Press news article, “No More Live Performances for Peter, Paul and Mary; Mary Travers has been battling cancer.” No longer available online. (Travers died later that year.)

##

COMMENTARY 
Revelation 7:9-17
In many people’s minds, the book of Revelation is a kind of doomsayer’s handbook. Whether by literalists who believe the book forecasts end-of-time destruction in excruciatingly graphic detail, or by more progressive believers troubled by its presumed fixation on an orgy of divine wrath and judgment, almost everyone is flooded by negative images and emotions whenever the book of Revelation is mentioned. The irony is that the book was written to serve as a beacon of hope rather than a harbinger of doom.
When John recorded the visions he received while exiled on the island of Patmos, he believed that the churches of Asia were experiencing intense persecution in a world dominated by the power of evil. He wasn’t predicting dark days in some distant future but rather seeking to assure his first-century Christian contemporaries of God’s control and ultimate triumph — even in a world that seemed hopelessly evil and chaotic. The book’s true nature is captured by remembering that John didn’t title his vision “The Unveiling of the Antichrist” but rather “The Revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1).
The literary nature of this “revelation of Jesus Christ” is quite unlike any other presentation in the New Testament of who Jesus was or his role in God’s plan. Like so much else in the book, John’s visions of Jesus were usually couched in vivid, symbolic images. Throughout these central chapters, Jesus appears as the “Lamb” (7:9). The connotation is never one of weakness or childlike innocence, however, as the inhabitants of the spiritual realm shout their accolades to God and to the Lamb: “Salvation belongs to God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!” (v. 10). Yet if the point of the vision is that Jesus rules with God over the whole cosmos in power and might, why should he be imagined as a Lamb?
Don’t feel bad if you find it necessary to ask that question; even John had to request help from one of the “elders” who sang praise to God and the Lamb in order to understand his spiritual vision (see v. 14). The key to unlocking the significance of this image is in that elder’s identification of the multitude as those who “have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Jesus was envisioned as a “lamb” to call to mind the practice of sacrifice. “Salvation belongs … to the Lamb” because our relationship with God and all the benefits that relationship brings us are a consequence of Jesus’ death on the cross.
But anyone responsible for laundry on a regular basis will probably be puzzled by yet another aspect of this vision. How is it that robes can be made white by washing them in blood? Everyone knows that even stringent bleach often isn’t sufficient to restore whiteness to garments stained with blood. How could anyone, therefore, believe that blood can itself make something white?
Such an image is, of course, a paradox — a statement which on its face must be obviously wrong that’s asserted to be true nonetheless. Paradoxes challenge us to reject what appears plain and obvious. They confront us with a reality contrary to what our experience has taught us is true. Blood doesn’t stain; it cleanses. The sacrificial victim doesn’t endure God’s wrath but is accepted and exalted by God. The Lamb isn’t helpless and weak but endued with divine power. The practical point John sought to impress on his readers is that if our perceptions about blood, sacrificial victims and the Lamb are so wrong when judged against spiritual reality, then our perception of the world itself may be incorrect as well. The world we experience as chaotically evil is, in reality, under the ultimate control of a good and loving God who “will wipe every tear from [our] eyes” (v. 17).
Judged against the standard of usual human experience, John asserted another paradox about the Lamb in his vision: This Lamb will “shepherd” the multitude and “guide them to … life” (v. 17). Even though most of us have never been around sheep anywhere other than at a petting zoo, we know that sheep aren’t led by lambs! Is John just trying to craft one more outlandish image, to pile paradox on top of paradox? Having asserted that this Lamb is enthroned to rule with God, there was more to suggest the further image of a shepherd than just a paradoxical reversal of the “lamb” image. There was a well-established tradition of referring to kings as “shepherds” (e.g., 2 Samuel 7:7; Isaiah 44:28; and Jeremiah 3:15).
The Lamb as shepherd king differs from the norm of human kings in other ways as well. The Lamb shares power and victory with those he leads. That is why the “great multitude” is assembled before the Lamb “robed in white, with palm branches in their hands” (v. 9), both symbols of power and victory. Moreover, this shepherd king expands his flock to encompass all people. John’s vision makes plain that God’s deliverance reaches not only the 144,000 from the people of Israel (7:4) but also the “great multitude … from every nation” (v. 9). God will not only liberate the downtrodden from their oppressors (v. 14) but will also liberate oppressors from themselves. All people from every time and place who hear and respond to God’s call are sheep who are shepherded by the Lamb.
The multitude responds to the Lamb’s act of deliverance by worshiping God, a point emphasized in this passage by repetition. John reports not only his vision of seeing the multitude engaged in worship (vv. 11-12) but also the “elder’s” explanation of their worship (v. 15). That the people in their worship ascribe seven things to God (v. 12) symbolizes the perfection and completeness of the one whom they worship. That the God whom they worship “will shelter them” (v. 15, more literally, “will spread his tabernacle over them”) expresses the way this worship comes to encompass all that they are.
Are we inclined to hear prophecies of doom rather than words of hope within John’s visions because somewhere inside ourselves we want God’s anger to be unleashed on those who aren’t like us? Have we convinced ourselves that we’ve been spared divine judgment by the “[s]alvation [that] belongs … to the Lamb” (v. 10), but that there are others who deserve not salvation but damnation? John’s visions challenge us with a message of hope for all people and not simply salvation for ourselves and judgment for others.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Revelation 7:9-17
Sing or play the song “Jesus Loves the Little Children.” Teach them the song or have them sing it if time allows.
Jesus loves the little children
All the children of the world
Red and yellow, black and white
They’re all precious in his sight
Jesus loves the little children of the world.
Let them know that Jesus loves all the children of the world because they’re going to be part of his heavenly kingdom. The book of Revelation says, “[T]here was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands” (v. 9). Ask the children if everyone in heaven will be from the same country, have the same skin color and speak the same language. No! Emphasize that because Jesus loves all the children of the world, then we should, too, even if we aren’t used to the way they look and sound. Point out that everything we do in this life is supposed to get us ready for life in God’s heavenly kingdom, so we want to make friends today with the children we will see there. Encourage them to think of all the children of the world as sheep in one big flock. The Bible promises that Jesus “will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of life, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (v. 17).

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
One: All creation sings this day,
All: Waves resound in praise,
One: Trees sway with joy.
All: Flowers bloom with laughter.
One: All creation shouts for joy,
All: For families and friends are gathering,
One: Hearts are saying “yes” to God,
All: And the community of faith is expanding its circle.
One: All creation rejoices,
All: Sun glows with heavenly light,
One: Wind whispers prayers of thanks,
All: Earth warms to bring forth spring delights,
One: And we join the chorus of saints and stars in praising God.

Prayers — General
O everlasting Father, for whose name all the saints before us have endured many things, we thank you for setting them before us, that we might have comfort in their great cloud of testimony to your Way and your Truth. Truly Lord, you have prepared our way and shown it to us, and you guide our steps by their example. Those we have heard of and those we have known have been examples for us in all virtue and godly living, in faith, perseverance and boldness. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Leader: Lord Jesus, Son of the living God,
People: Teach us to walk in your way more trustfully,
Leader: To accept your truth more faithfully,
People: And share your life more lovingly.
Leader: By the power of God’s Spirit,
People: Guide us in our work for the church,
Leader: So that we may fully be one family
People: In the kingdom of God, where you and the saints live forever.
Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Ye Servants of God
For All the Saints
See the Morning Sun Ascending
Worship and Praise* 
The Table (Tomlin)
When It’s All Been Said and Done (Cowan)
When the Saints (Groves)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourth Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 9:36-43
Psalm 23
Revelation 7:9-17
John 10:22-30
