May 19, 2019
	
Revelation 21:1-6

Heaven on Earth
We need not wait to go to heaven; it’s possible that heaven will come to us.

AT A GLANCE: 
“Heaven on earth.” It’s an expression referring to a physical locale that is so exquisitely wonderful, it can only be compared to the platonic ideal: the paradise of the afterlife or heaven as it is described in the book of Revelation. We may not know with certainty what the heaven of the next life is like, but sometimes we encounter an earthly experience that seems to give us a taste.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The Love Haptic,” April 24, 2016. 

In June, 1917, a poem by an anonymous author appeared in the Hobo News of St. Louis, Missouri. Called “The Hobo’s Last Lament,” it relates the last words of one of those princes of the open road who was dying as he lay stretched out inside an empty boxcar on a railroad siding.
A fellow hobo is solemnly listening in. He hears his friend utter these words:
I’m going to a better land,
Where everything is bright,
Where beef-stews grow on bushes
And you sleep out every night;
And you do not have to work at all,
And never change your socks,
And streams of goodly whisky
Come trickling down the rocks.
The dying man has a message for his fellow wanderers. Don’t weep for him, he says. A train is coming: “A fast freight.” He intends to ride it to “a better land, where they hate the word called work”:
Hark, I hear her whistling,
I must catch her on the fly;
I would like one scoop of beer
Once more before I die.
The hobo stopped, his head fell back,
He’d sung his last refrain;
His old pal stole his coat and hat
And caught an East-bound train.

Gates of pearl, streets of gold
So, what is heaven like? Surely it’s a question that’s occurred to all of us. And to respond to it, we’re going to go to today’s text in Revelation, to the Orkney Islands in the U.K., and then to a Hans Christian Andersen story and one from C.S. Lewis as well, before winding up with a conclusion. 
Heaven. Is it, as the fictional hobo imagined, a place of perfect indolence, of plentiful beef stew and open-air fountains of whisky and “a better land where they hate the word called work”?
Or does it conform more closely to the vision of John in the book of Revelation? Later in chapter 21 — just beyond the passage that is today’s lesson — John describes the very dimensions of the place with architectural precision: “The angel who talked to me had a measuring rod of gold to measure the city and its gates and walls. The city lies foursquare, its length the same as its width; and he measured the city with his rod, fifteen hundred miles; its length and width and height are equal. He also measured its wall, one hundred forty-four cubits by human measurement, which the angel was using. The wall is built of jasper, while the city is pure gold, clear as glass. The foundations of the wall of the city are adorned with every jewel. … And the twelve gates are twelve pearls, each of the gates is a single pearl, and the street of the city is pure gold, transparent as glass” (21:15-19, 21).
You’ve heard of “the pearly gates”? These verses are the source of that image. Many old-timers will remember a song that still can be found in many hymnals: “He the Pearly Gates Will Open.” The refrain goes like this:
He the pearly gates will open, 
So that I may enter in; 
For he purchased my redemption 
And forgave me all my sin.
It’s not like all those cartoons you see in which Saint Peter’s at his desk, quill pen in hand, leaning low over the Book of Life, guarding a couple of wrought-iron gates. 
No, John’s image of the gates of heaven is nothing like that. Each of the 12 gates is a single pearl of immense size. (Is there a passageway cut through the middle of each pearl, or does that giant translucent gem somehow swing aside to allow the souls of the blessed to pass? John is not clear about the finer details.)
You’ve heard of “streets of gold”? This is where you find that image as well. But this is no earthly gold. The gold of heaven’s streets and boulevards is of such astonishing purity that it’s “transparent as glass.” How can that be? 
But this is, after all, heaven. So we can hardly expect it to conform to the physical laws of earth.
Yet, the vision of Revelation 21 is not about some distant heaven. The golden city with its gates of pearl does not exist in some far-off realm, on a higher spiritual plane. John’s triumphant vision is of heaven come to earth! The city comes “down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (v. 2).
By the grace of God, the day will finally come when we need not make a spectacular leap to celestial heights. On that great, glorious day, heaven will come to us.

Back to nature
“Heaven on earth” is the stuff of our most fervent imagination, our most persistent spiritual yearnings. When people use that phrase, they call to mind the most perfect earthly reality they can imagine: a vista of dazzling natural splendor, like the mist rising from Bridalveil Fall in Yosemite National Park; a cottage by the sea on a perfect midsummer day; or the fleeting vision of a dazzling rainbow bisecting the sky.
There’s a trend these days among some millennials to seek a sort of heaven on earth in the countryside. One such person is Amy Liptrot, who left the frantic pace of London — and a battle with incipient alcoholism — to move to the remote Orkney Islands. She stayed three years, discovering both herself and a new vocation as a writer. As she describes it:
“Kids stream out of universities and unfashionable counties to cities, in search of experience and stimulation. But it’s possible to only mix with people more and more like yourself in the city and remain unchallenged. It’s often the small towns and rural areas, the families and friends you thought you left behind, where the fertile weirdness lies. Some people who spend most of their work and leisure time alone with a computer are realizing they might as well do this in the countryside — where the rent is cheaper and the air cleaner.”
Heaven on earth, for Amy and her kindred spirits, is that place of “fertile weirdness” that can be found by living close to nature.
When we imagine heaven come to earth, it’s often not a heavenly vision at all. Rather, it’s an earthly vision of exquisite perfection.

A leaf from heaven
That makes it, by necessity, an impoverished vision, for how could anything earthly compete with heaven’s glories?
Hans Christian Andersen captures this disjunction between earth and heaven in an odd little fable, “A Leaf from Heaven.”
An angel, carrying a heavenly flower, happens to drop a little piece of the plant, which slowly rides the air-currents down to earth. It takes root in the soil. 
It grows up, different from any other plant: a vision of perfect loveliness, but strong enough to resist the snows of winter and the depredations of nearby weeds that have nothing but contempt for this newcomer.
A botanist shows up, but is stymied in his attempts to categorize it. “It must be some degenerate species,” he concludes cluelessly
Not long after, a young girl of deep piety happens by. In Andersen’s words: “The girl stood still before the wonderful plant, for the green leaves exhaled a sweet and refreshing fragrance, and the flowers glittered and sparkled in the sunshine like colored flames, and the harmony of sweet sounds lingered round them as if each concealed within itself a deep fount of melody, which thousands of years could not exhaust. 
“With pious gratitude the girl looked upon this glorious work of God, and bent down over one of the branches, that she might examine the flower and inhale the sweet perfume. Then a light broke in on her mind, and her heart expanded. Gladly would she have plucked a flower, but she could not overcome her reluctance to break one off. She knew it would so soon fade; so she took only a single green leaf, carried it home, and laid it in her Bible, where it remained ever green, fresh and unfading. 
“Between the pages of the Bible it still lay when, a few weeks afterwards, that Bible was laid under the young girl’s head in her coffin. A holy calm rested on her face, as if the earthly remains bore the impress of the truth that she now stood in the presence of God.”
Apart from this one, pious soul, the neighbors of the heavenly plant — botanical, animal and human — continue to despise it. It has grown, by now, to resemble a small tree. Finally, a swineherd comes along, looking for firewood. He cuts it down and burns it. And so, the one heavenly plant on all the earth has been destroyed.
It’s only now that it’s gone, that people begin to appreciate its value. The king in that land is afflicted with depression — Andersen uses the antique word, “melancholy.” He’s desperately seeking a cure. The king’s wise men know of this odd plant, and suggest he seek it out for its medicinal value. But alas, when he sends his servants looking for it, there is nothing there but a hole in the ground. (No one knows of the surviving leaf, buried in the girl’s coffin.)
All the king can do is to build a golden fence around the spot and post a sentry to guard it. As for the botanist, he writes learned treatises about the plant in professional journals, for which he is paid handsomely and advances his reputation.
It isn’t hard to see, here, that Andersen is gently lampooning both the church and the discipline of theology for trafficking in things of heaven we barely understand.
In Andersen’s whimsical vision, when a beneficent plant from heaven falls to earth to grow in common soil, the mean residents of this fallen realm fail to recognize it for what it is. They know it stands out, that it’s odd and different, but they have no idea what a wonder has grown up among them.
Heaven, in Andersen’s fable, is completely separated from earth. It’s like Jesus’ grim parable of the poor man Lazarus and Dives, the contemptuous rich man who shunned him in life. The response of the blessed Lazarus to the rich man, tormented in a fiery place, is bleak: “Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us” (Luke 16:26).

Narnia and the truly real
C.S. Lewis casts a different vision. In his novel The Last Battle, part of the Chronicles of Narnia series, Lewis allows his characters to glimpse heaven from a different perspective.
The victorious lion-king Aslan has triumphed over the forces of evil, but the land of Narnia has been destroyed. The Pevensie children join a host of virtuous humans and animals as they journey across a lovely landscape of grassy fields following Aslan, who has invited them to follow, but who is now so far ahead they can no longer see him.
They notice something wondrously strange about the place. It resembles the familiar landscape of Narnia, and yet it’s not Narnia.
“Those hills,” said Lucy, “the nice woody ones and the blue ones behind — aren’t they very like the Southern border of Narnia?”
“Like!” cried Edmund after a moment’s silence. “Why, they’re exactly like. Look, there’s Mount Pire with his forked head, and there’s the pass into Archenland and everything!”
“And yet they’re not like,” said Lucy. “They’re different. They have more colors on them and they look farther away than I remembered and they’re more ... more ... oh, I don’t know ...”
		“More like the real thing,” said the Lord Digory softly.
It’s a vision of heaven come to earth — inspired, no doubt, by that vision of the golden, gem-studded city of Revelation 21. Yes, in the narrative of the novel, the vision of heaven is still distant and far-removed, but by its resemblance to the more familiar Narnia places, it is a vision of the heavenly city already descended.
Lewis explains what the children are seeing, through the words of Lord Digory: “Listen, Peter. When Aslan said you could never go back to Narnia, he meant the Narnia you were thinking of. But that was not the real Narnia. That had a beginning and an end. It was only a shadow or a copy of the real Narnia which has always been here and always will be here: just as our own world, England and all, is only a shadow or copy of something in Aslan’s real world. You need not mourn over Narnia, Lucy. All of the old Narnia that mattered, all the dear creatures, have been drawn into the real Narnia through the Door. And of course it is different: as different as a real thing is from a shadow or as waking life is from a dream.”
Lewis’ advice to us, communicated through the characters of this beloved tale, is to look for signs of heaven come to earth. They are all around us for the discerning spiritual eye to discover. We just may be lucky — or blessed — enough to glimpse them, imbedded in the daily routine of life, harbingers of greater glories yet to come.
“Christ Is Alive!,” a beloved modern Easter hymn by Brian Wren, captures such wonder in this stanza (unfortunately omitted from many hymnals): “Not throned above, remotely high, / untouched, unmoved by human pains, / but daily, in the midst of life, / our Savior with the Father reigns.”
If we are so blessed as to catch even a fleeting glimpse of such glory, our lives can never be the same again. 
The hobo might hear the whistle of the Gloryland Express and dream of beef stew and whiskey, and Amy Lipptrot may still believe her Orkney Islands are a little slice of heaven on earth. We, too, may carry within our hearts a hope and longing for a world quite unlike the one we inhabit.
The good news is that when even the barest seed of heaven falls to earth, we know from its presence that the transformation of this earth has already begun.
Bob Holloway, Tom Plumbley, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Why should we believe in heaven?
· What will we do in heaven?
· Who will get into heaven?
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THE OTHER TEXTS
MAY 19, 2019, Cycle C	
Acts 11:1-18
What Does the Text Say?
The text says that “when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him” (v. 2). Even so, they didn’t criticize him for sharing the gospel with non-Jews. Indeed, such explicit contempt would instantly be recognized for what it truly is — vile ethnic pride. Rather than initiate a direct assault on the Gentile newcomers, they launched an ad hominem attack on Peter, claiming it was his conduct that troubled them. On the surface, “the circumcised believers” weren’t disturbed by the inclusion of Gentiles into God’s kingdom. Instead, they questioned Peter’s loyalty to one of the cherished Jewish traditions. Accordingly, they posed the following question: “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” (v. 3). Whether by revelation or reason — or some combination of both — Peter sensed the need for clarity as well as the urgency of the moment. So he “began to explain it to them, step by step” (v. 4, emphasis added). Having identified the participants who stood behind this nascent disagreement, Luke then offers a synopsis of the events that ultimately led to the conversion of Cornelius in verses 5-17. While there are a few minor differences, the summary does not deviate from Acts 10 in any substantive way. So, there in Jerusalem, in the midst of his circumcised brothers, Peter reached the culmination of his account and humbly asks, “If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?” (v. 17). This query not only confirms that the Lord was directing the initial outreach to the nations, but also indicts “the circumcised believers” (v. 17). After these men heard Peter’s “step by step” explanation and understood that they were complicit in opposing God’s will, “they were silenced” (v. 18a) and “they praised God, saying, ‘Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life’” (v. 18; cf. 5:31; 10:45; 20:21; 26:20).

Matthias Chosen to Replace JudasWhat Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
It Is Best Not to Hinder God. Sometimes, when we’re confused about what to do and what not to do, we need to reduce the confusion to a basic question: What is the one thing I should not do? In the medical profession, every physician knows the dictum, “First, do no harm.” In this text, the apostle Peter is confronted by irritated Jewish friends and fellow believers who do not understand why he was sharing the gospel with Gentiles. So Peter preaches a four- to six-point sermon that includes a great personal story. He explains “step by step” (v. 4). And in the end, he says, “Who was I that I could hinder God?” (v. 17). Indeed. The preacher’s sermon, like Peter’s, could explain “step by step” that things that hinder God who longs to draw all the world to himself. Or, as Peter, the traditional author of the NT eponymous epistles, writes: God is “not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9 NKJV). If God wants us to love the stranger, who are we to hinder God? If God wants us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us, who are we to hinder God (Matthew 5:44)? If God wants us to “repay evil with blessing,” who are we to hinder God? (1 Peter 3:9). Continue, “step by step.”
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Acts in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Psalm 148
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 148 is a cosmic hymn of praise to a cosmic God. All of creation — animate, inanimate, celestial, terrestrial, divine, human, animal, vegetable, mineral, meteorological and mythological — all are summoned, in the psalm’s opening and closing words, to “Praise the LORD!” The last five hymns of the Psalter — Psalms 146 to 150 — might be called “the hallelujah chorus,” as they all begin and end with the Hebrew liturgical exclamation halelu-yah, which means “Praise Yah(weh)/the LORD.” The note of cosmic scope is sounded in the first verse: “Praise the LORD from the heavens,” which will be echoed contrastively later in the psalm (v. 7) with “Praise the LORD from the earth.” The psalm concludes by focusing specifically on “the people of Israel who are close to him” (v. 14). The expression describing the Israelites is unique and peculiar; nowhere else in the OT is Israel described as being “close to” God.
	
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Are You Close? The concept of “closeness” is rather interesting and odd. We use the word “close” to describe the level of intimacy that exists between two people. So a parent and child might have a relationship that is close, as in, “He was quite close to his dad and is going to miss him terribly.” Or, “They were close friends.” A friendship then, it would seem, might exist without “closeness,” but in some cases friends are close, or they might be called “close and fast friends,” both locative adjectives, although the latter more archaic than the former. So, would God consider us “close to him” (v. 14)? Are we and God close? The Bible says, “Come near to God and he will come near to you” (James 4:8). See Isaiah 55: 6, “Seek the LORD while he may be found, call upon him while he is near.” The psalm is a psalm of praise. Perhaps there is a connection between praising God and drawing near to God. In our worship, God responds by describing the relationship as one that is “close.” This is what worship is: getting close to God.
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Psalm in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

John 13:31-35
What Does the Text Say?	
Today’s lesson is part of two larger blocks of material in John’s gospel. John’s account of the Last Supper begins in chapter 13 and extends through chapter 17; our passage occurs at a crucial point near the beginning of that narrative block. One of the conspicuous linguistic similarities between the gospel of John and the epistle of 1 John is in the use of the phrase “little children” (v. 33) to refer to disciples. The Greek word, , occurs some nine times in the NT, seven times in the epistle, once in Galatians (4:19), and once in John’s gospel, in today’s passage. The word is never used literally for small children (a different Greek word, , is commonly used for that purpose, as when small children were brought to Jesus), and it implies a bond that, while not mutual, nonetheless includes affection and a sense of protection and responsibility for the disciple on the part of the teacher. The new commandment Jesus gives his disciples in verses 34-35 continues the tradition of love as the supreme command, explicated elsewhere in the gospels while, at the same time, modifying that command to refer specifically to “one another,” i.e., the community of disciples. The expression “new commandment” occurs only four times in the entire Bible, all of them in the Johannine writings (here and in 1 John 2:7, 8; 2 John 1:5). The kind of love Jesus commends to his followers is, of course, the self-sacrificial love he has shown in his formation of them into a community of believers, as well as the supreme form of self-giving love he is about to display in his passion and death for them and for the whole world. Although John’s gospel makes explicit Jesus’ sacrifice for the whole world (“For God so loved the world ...” 3:16), the gospel also makes clear that Jesus’ disciples played a particular role in the understanding and transmission of that fact to outsiders. The knowledge imparted by Jesus to his disciples — his “little children” — provided the key to understanding the otherwise senseless and chaotic events surrounding his birth, life, ministry, passion, death and resurrection. By showing his disciples his love, by providing them with this key to the apparent meaninglessness of history, Jesus was simultaneously providing them with a model for their own behavior, vis-à-vis their own communities and outsiders. His new commandment lays the foundation for both ecclesiology and missiology (“By this everyone will know that you are my disciples,” v. 35).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
An Old Commandment I Give to You. It’s not uncommon to hear complaints about new laws enacted by our city, state or federal legislators. The need for some of these new laws, we admit, is clear and perhaps long overdue. But the need for other new laws is less clear. We’re tempted to think that legislative bodies want to prove that they’re needed and so they enact laws when they’re in session just to have something to do. And then, who can keep up with all the new requirements of the tax code or other areas of law? A new law. Ugh! And yet this is what Jesus gave his disciples. A new law. But for us, the new law to love one another is actually an old law. There’s nothing new about it. So perhaps we need to revisit it and claim it as an old commandment we’ve ignored. Is it time to actually begin to obey this old new law and thereby be faithful to one of the last statements Jesus made before his death on the cross — itself an ultimate declaration of love?
*Homiletics has treated this text seven times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select John in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.


Animating Illustrations
He called it Heaven on Earth Farm: an animal sanctuary in Bethlehem Township, Pennsylvania. Owner Jahjah Melhem established it as a refuge for unwanted animals of all types.
It is said he would never turn away an animal in need of rescue. He also did not believe in spaying or neutering his four-legged charges.
Melhem’s benevolent outlook toward animals was, unfortunately, not accompanied by the practical wisdom needed to run a successful operation.
In April 2018, the Pennsylvania SPCA confiscated 31 animals from his farm and charged him with 31 counts of animal cruelty. Many of the animals were living in squalid conditions. Some were starving. Disillusioned volunteers complained that a great many other animals from the farm had died before authorities got there.
Despite its owner’s good intentions, Heaven on Earth Farm became something very different.
—For more, see Rudy Miller, “Heaven on earth? More like hell, local animal sanctuary volunteers say,” LehighValleyLive.com, April 30, 2018. Retrieved November 26, 2018.

##

Jesus talked much more about how to live on earth now than about how to get to heaven later. Show me where Jesus healed people for the next world. He healed their present entrapment and suffering in their bodies, not just their souls. But many Christians, both Protestant and Catholic, pushed the goal into the future, making religion into a petty reward/punishment system inside a frame of retributive justice. (The major prophets — and Jesus himself — teach restorative justice instead.) Once Christianity became a simplistic win/lose morality contest, we lost most of the practical, transformative power of the Gospel for the individual and for society. I cannot state this strongly enough.
Objectively, we cannot be separate from God; we all walk in the Garden whether we know it or not. The branch that imagines itself to be separate from the Vine (John 15:1-8), acts as if it is separate from God. We call the result sin, but the real sin is the imagined state of separation. It is our own delusion and decision!
We came from God and we will return to God. Everything in between is a school toward conscious loving. 
—Richard Rohr, Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditation for December 17, 2017. cac.org. Retrieved November 26, 2018.

##
	
Bebb’s voice grew quieter toward the end. He held on to the sides of his new pulpit with his shoulders hunched up. He said, “This world Jesus come down to, it’s got good things in it too, praise God. It’s got love in it and kindness in it and people doing brave and honest things, not just hateful things. It’s got beauty in it. It’s got the silver light of the moon by night and the golden beams of the sun by day. It’s got the sound of the rain on the roof and the smell of the rain on the fresh-turned earth. It’s got human forms and faces that are so beautiful they break your heart for yearning after them. But coming down from where he come down from, all the good things of the world must have just made Jesus homesick for the place he come down from. Brothers and sisters, the whole planet was a prison for Jesus. He got born here like the rest of us and did the work here he come to do, and he died here. But it was never like it was home to him.”
—Frederick Buechner, The Book of Bebb (HarperOne, 2009).

##

They,
in thy nearer presence,
still worship with us
in the mystery
of the one family
in heaven and on earth ...

If it be thy holy will,
tell them
how much we love them,
and how we miss them,
and how we long for the day
when we shall meet with them
again ...

Strengthen us to go on
in loving service
of all thy children.
Thus
shall we have communion
with thee;
and, in thee,
with our beloved ones.
Thus
shall we come to know
within ourselves
that there is no death;
and
that only a veil
divides —
thin as gossamer.
— George MacLeod, from “A veil thin as gossamer,” a prayer from The Whole Earth Shall Cry Glory: Iona Prayers (Wild Goose Publications, 2007), 88.

##

During my last year of college, my pastor lent me the book Living Gently in a Violent World, co-authored by Jean Vanier and Stanley Hauerwas. This book is an exploration on how followers of Christ ought to live in a broken world.
The introduction of the book recounts the story of Jean Vanier teaching a course on pastoral care. During one class, Vanier asked the students to share some of their spiritual experiences. One of the students, Angela (who was deaf), began to share a dream she had where she met Jesus in heaven. She recalled talking with Jesus for some time and never experiencing so much joy and peace. “Jesus was everything I had hoped he would be,” she said. “And his signing was amazing!” Vanier explains to the reader that “for Angela, heaven’s perfection did not involve being ‘healed’ of her deafness. Rather, it was a place where the social, relational and communication barriers that restricted her life in the present no longer existed.”
—Taylor Johnson, “Jesus knows sign language,” Sojourners, April 21, 2011. Sojo.net. Retrieved November 26, 2018.

##

I am not a monk in the classical sense and thus do not live in a traditional monastery. But very often I find myself describing my watershed as the reason I live in Marin County, California, and the physical place that holds me in close communion with God. Nature acts as my monastery and my most common sanctuary. Heat inland of Mount Tamalpais draws the fog from the Pacific up its green slopes of serpentine and granite rock to support one of the most biodiverse watersheds in the continental United States. To watch the hawks play on the air currents while I gaze out over the Headlands toward the Golden Gate Bridge invites me into my deepest human nature and moves me toward my hope of integrating love of God and neighbor, that is, all those who make up this marvelously expanding universe.
The Psalms and the Eucharistic liturgy point toward meaning in such awe-filled inspirations. The Earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof ... Heaven and Earth are full of your glory. Hosanna in the highest! Ours is a God of self-revelation writ large. Incarnation tickles God pink. Glory is bursting out of every seam. Nature mirrors the divine to us in inexhaustible ways that our senses encounter intimately. And almost without exception, those encounters include death and decay. For Nature is cruciform in its radical, ongoing transformation of death into unanticipated new life.
—Nancy S. Wiens, “Seeking God in the wilderness: joining a sacred quest,” Patheos.com, July 11, 2013. Retrieved November 26, 2018.

##

So many Christians have read John’s book expecting that the final scene will be a picture of “heaven” that they fail completely to see the full glory of what he is saying. Plato was wrong. It isn’t a matter — it wasn’t ever a matter — of “heaven” being the perfect world to which we shall (perhaps) go one day, and “earth” being the shabby, second-rate temporary dwelling from which we shall be glad to depart for good. As we have seen throughout the book, “earth” is a glorious part of God’s glorious creation, and “heaven,” though God’s own abode, is also the place where the “sea” stands as a reminder of the power of evil, so much so that at one point there is “war in heaven.” God’s two-level world needs renewing in both its elements.
But when that is done, we are left not with a new heaven only, but a new heaven and a new earth — and they are joined together completely and forever. The word “dwell” in verse 3 is crucial, because the word John uses conjures up the idea of God “dwelling” in the temple in Jerusalem, revealing his glory in the midst of his people. This is what John’s gospel says about Jesus: the Word became flesh and lived, “dwelt,” pitched his tent, “tabernacle,” in our midst, and we gazed upon his glory. What God did in Jesus, coming to an unknowing world and an unwelcoming people, he is doing on a cosmic scale. He is coming to live, forever, in our midst, a healing, comforting, celebrating presence.
—N.T. Wright, Revelation for Everyone (Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 187–88.

Commentary
Revelation 21:1-6	
The final vision (“Then I saw,” v. 1) that John recounts in Revelation is of “a new heaven and a new earth.” The word heaven () can refer either to the spiritual realm of God’s abode (cf. v. 2, “out of heaven from God”) or to the sky and celestial space. By pairing “heaven” and “earth,” John clarifies that he’s referring to the fullness of the created realm — both the earth on which we live and the sky and space above us — as distinct from the spiritual realm. The “first” (or “former,” ) “heaven and earth” God created (cf. Genesis 1:1) will ultimately give way to “a new heaven and a new earth.” John is certain because through this vision he has already seen it.
John’s final vision focuses entirely on the end state rather than on the process that brings it into being. His description that the former heaven and earth “had passed away” () provides no clue as to whether the created order known to us had been completely destroyed (cf. 2 Peter 3:7) or rather merely transformed (cf. Romans 8:19-23). John’s interest is instead on what distinguishes the “new” heaven and earth from this present one, namely the absence of the “sea” which “was no more” (v. 1), having “passed away” with everything else of the former created world.
Because John has emphasized the created order over and against the spiritual realm in opening this vision, it’s important that we not miss the symbolic importance of the fact that “the sea was no more.” In ancient Jewish and other Semitic cultures, the sea was the ultimate symbol of chaos and evil. Elsewhere in Revelation, the sea is the source from which the dragon had summoned the beast (12:18–13:1) that made “war on the saints” (13:7). Recalling the opening chapter of Genesis, we find that God had brought order to the first “heaven and earth” by limiting the waters of “the deep” (Genesis 1:2) to restricted places within the sky (1:7) and upon the earth (1:9). But in “the new heaven and the new earth,” the chaotic evil of the “sea is no more” (the Greek literally uses the present tense, , to assert the certainty of what will be in the future). Rather than making a statement about the geography of the new earth, John is emphatically stating that evil is denied even a foothold within the new order.
Within this new created order, God places the “new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God” (v. 2). Rather than being a product of even the new created order, the origins of the “new Jerusalem” are in the spiritual realm ( here, referring to God’s abode and not celestial space) and ultimately from the divine self of God. By describing the city “as a bride adorned for her husband,” John crafts an image that evokes not only the beauty of the new Jerusalem but also the loving and intimate relationship those who dwell within it will share with God.
It is about that intimate relationship that the “voice from the throne” (some manuscripts and so some modern translations read “from heaven”) speaks. As cross references in most study Bibles make clear, almost every phrase and word spoken echo key passages from the scriptural tradition. What God had long ago promised through the words of the prophets, John insists, will ultimately be brought to reality. Those things that have separated the human and the divine will be gone as God “will dwell” in a “home … among mortals” (21:3, cf. Ezekiel 37:26; the Greek uses a noun and cognate verb to emphasize the point, literally, “the tabernacle of God is among mortals, and he will tabernacle with them”).
Another difference among the manuscripts of Revelation raises an interesting question about what John envisions. While some manuscripts read “they will be his peoples” (plural, ; so NRSV), others read, “they will be his people” (singular, ; so KJV, ESV). The more traditional language had emphasized the one people of God, which would favor the singular reading. However, Swete (The Apocalypse of St. John) suggests John deliberately shifted to the plural to emphasize “the many peoples of redeemed humanity” that expand God’s people beyond the limits of “the single elect nation,” substituting “the world for Israel.”
Continuing to echo the words of the prophets, John provides concrete examples of the impact achieved by the total removal of evil from the created order. God “will wipe every tear from their eyes” (cf. Isaiah 25:8b). Like the sea, “death will be no more” (cf. Isaiah 25:8a), and the same will be true of “mourning and crying and pain” (v. 4; cf. Isaiah 65:19). All the “first things” that had been tainted by evil “have passed away,” enabling God to declare, “See, I am making all things new” (v. 5; cf. Isaiah 65:17).
Here at the end of the revelation, God declares of the divine self what Jesus had said about himself at the beginning of the visions: “I am the Alpha and the Omega” (v. 6; cf. Revelation 1:8). Many commentators remark that the significance of that phrase in both instances relates to completeness, as with the English expression of covering something “from A to Z.” But the overall context here in Revelation 21 — and especially the inclusion of the phrase “the beginning and the end” — suggests a different emphasis. Just as God was the one who brought order to the chaos of “the first heaven and the first earth” at the beginning of this age, so God will be the one who removes evil and “makes all things new” at the end of this age. The reality of the one is the surety for the other. That is why God can declare in the vision, “It is done!” and John can believe that “these words are trustworthy and true” (v. 5) even if the realities of the world in which he and his readers (both ancient and modern) continue to live have more in common with the former things than with the new things.
Like John, we live in a world that does more to exasperate our thirst for a life of goodness, justice and peace than to quench it. But prophets already ancient in John’s day and John, who stands as an ancient prophet relative to our own, proclaim God’s promise: “To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life” (v. 6). So it is that we join with John’s closing words in Revelation: “Come, Lord Jesus!”
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Revelation 21:1-6
Show the children pictures of dangerously rocky terrain, treacherous seas or horrendous rainstorms –– you get the idea. Ask the children if this is what they think heaven is like. Probably not! What is heaven? What does it look like? What will the people be like in heaven? Ghosts? Angels? Will people argue in heaven? Will there be cheating and bullying? No, of course not! Jesus tells us we will be with him in heaven. Jesus called heaven “paradise.” What are some ways we can make our earth a little bit more like heaven? How could we make it look more like heaven? One simple thing we can do is pick up litter and throw our trash away. We can also have a garden in our yard or plant flowers in pots to make an area more beautiful. What can we do to treat people better? We could be more helpful at home, even doing things like picking up our toys without being asked. When asked to do a task, we could do it without complaining. We could welcome children new to our class at school or church and make them feel at home. We could befriend a child in our class who is eating lunch alone. Ask the children to do one thing in the week ahead that will make earth look more like heaven. 
							
Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
Come, all who are thirsty,
says Jesus, our Lord,
come, all who are weak,
taste the living water
that I shall give.
Dip your hands in the stream,
refresh body and soul,
drink from it,
depend on it,
for this water
will never run dry.
Come, all who are thirsty
says Jesus, our Lord. 
—John Birch, and posted on Faith and Worship. faithandworship.com. 

Invocations — General
We gather today, in the name of the One who is the Alpha and Omega, the First and Last.
We gather today, in the name of the One who gives all the opportunity for repentance that leads to life.
We gather today, in the name of the One whose command created all things.
We gather today, in the name of the One whose glory is far above earth and heaven.
We gather today, in the name of the One who will one day make his dwelling with humanity.
We gather today, in the name of the One who will make all things new.
Make us new, Lord. Make us new.

Affirmations of Faith — General
We believe —
that we are the light of the world,
that we should let our light shine before others,
that our love should be genuine,
that we should hate what is evil,
that we should love what is good,
that we should be guided by the Spirit,
that we should not be conceited or envy one another,
that we should clothe ourselves with virtue and
that we are called to live godly lives.
We believe in God the Father who calls us;
we believe in God the Son who died for us; and
we believe in God the Holy Spirit who empowers us. Amen.

Hymns
In the Sweet By and By
No Night There
O That Will Be Glory for Me

Praise 
I Can Only Imagine
Heaven
All the Heavens
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Fifth Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 11:1-18* 
Psalm 148*
Revelation 21:1-6*
John 13:31-35*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.
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