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A Sure Hope

Revelation 21:1-8

I went to great lengths before I left on our mission trip to Romania to find a good novel that would captivate me on the long flight there and back.  Many of you know that flying is one of my least favorite things, so I was asking friends in desperation, “Do you know of a REALLY good book that will keep me occupied on the plane?”  The book that I ended up borrowing was The Other Boleyn Girl by Philippa Gregory.

Just to make sure that I got into it, I started reading it several days before I left.  And it worked!  On the 11-hour flight to Frankfurt, after all the food was served and the movies were over and everyone was asleep, that book saved me.  We had some really bad turbulence that would not go away, but I kept my mind focused on the story in front of me, and it really helped.

I was so pleased when we finally arrived, and that I was only half way through the book, which meant that I had plenty more story to get me back home.

So, I hope you will understand when I tell you that THE most upsetting thing that happened on this mission trip for me was when I lost that book in Romania.  I remember taking it out of my backpack and I thought I left it in my room.  But I could not find it anywhere.  And how likely was it that I would find an English copy of that book in Romania?  I was so upset!  What would I do without that story to keep me sane on the long flight from Frankfurt to SFO?  

Big crisis.  But I made it home.  

My first morning back (I think I woke up at 4:30 a.m,), I picked up this book, this story.  And the assigned lectionary reading for that day was our passage: the last chapter, the great end of this story, Revelation 21:1-8.  

It was the perfect passage.  After all the heartache we had seen in Romania – the orphanages and the poverty and the gross inequities between the rich and the poor – it was so refreshing to hear these words of promise:

I am making all things new…

I saw a new heaven and a new earth…

Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.

Two times that day I came across this passage, and it spoke such hope in the face of the world’s pain.

It occurred to me then, and again this past week, that this is the story that keeps us sane as we experience the turbulence of life on this earth.  And it is this story that gets so easily lost for us as we make our way through the turbulence of each day.  

Last night as so many of us were traveling from house to house for our annual Progressive Dinner fun, hundreds of high school students and family members and friends of Mitchell Louie gathered for 
his memorial service at Peninsula Covenant Church.  This 15-year-old twin contracted an extremely rare form of cancer and died a year later, and his young death has rocked this community and Carlmont High School to its core.

What gives us hope in the face of such tragedy?  What keeps us sane when things like that rock our world?  

Is it working harder to find a cure for cancer?  Actually, that is one of the good things that come from a tragedy like this.  I’m sure we will see a highly mobilized “Mitchell Louie team” at the Relay for Life next year.

But the script that spoke hope into that packed gathering last night at Peninsula Covenant Church is the only script that brings a brand new day, where there is not only no more cancer, but no more death and no more grieving and no more suffering because of Jesus’ death and resurrection making all things new.  This is the story that guides our life and our hope.  

AND it is the story that so easily gets lost.

When John wrote the words of this Revelation back in the late first century, he was in prison for following Jesus’ script.  The powers of Rome were bearing down heavily on believers at that time, and forcing them to renounce their faith, to curse Christ or be imprisoned and even executed!  But the risen Jesus appeared to John in his jail cell and spoke to him – not about the end times but about their times.  

Yes, the battle would get fierce.  Yes, the turbulence of evil would shake heaven and earth.  But don’t lose your story!  In the midst of all the discouragement and despair, John was given a glimpse into the heavenly throne room again and again.  He was allowed to see what guides our life and hope.  He could see, and he helped everybody else see, that Jesus’ death and resurrection are making all things new.

Etty Hillesum was a young Jewish girl who kept a journal during her time at Auschwitz.  She wrote down what she called an “uninterrupted dialogue” with God.  Like John, she had epiphanies in the midst of that horrible time and place.

Sometimes when I stand in some corner of the camp, my feet planted on Your earth, my eyes raised towards Your Heaven, tears sometimes run down my face, tears of deep emotion and gratitude… And I want to be there right in the thick of what people call horror and still be able to say: life is beautiful.  Yes, I lie here in a corner, parched and dizzy and feverish and unable to do a thing.  Yet I am also with the jasmine and piece of sky beyond my window.  For once you have begun to walk with God, you need only keep on walking with God and all of life becomes one long stroll – a marvelous feeling.

This is what John is talking about: the God of the covenant – present and faithful and speaking words of hope even when all hell is breaking loose – who came among us in Jesus Christ and brings a brand new creation in his death and resurrection.  Don’t lose that story.  “No matter what anybody tells you,” John writes in this pastoral letter, “no matter what level of turbulence you are experiencing, don’t lose this story, which alone is ‘trustworthy and true.’”

What other story would we believe?  What other story would we be tempted to follow?  We don’t live in first century Rome or Nazi Germany, but how might we lose our story?  What do we think guides 
our life and our hope for a brand new day?  Politics?  Spreading democracy around the world?  The 2008 presidential election?  Some might be tempted to go down that road.  

But I think our greatest temptation, as far as losing our story, is to trust in science and technology to usher in a new day, and not God.  Why do I say that?  It’s not because I think we are into cryonics, i.e. those who are paying up to $150,000 to have their bodies frozen/preserved when they die so that future developments in medical technology can give them new life.  No, I see it more in the way we function with the turbulence of each day.  

Like when I’m having trouble with my vision and my eyes and can’t wear my contact lens, what is my first reaction?  Do I pray and look to God for help, or do I trust in my eye doctor and the day when they will perfect eye surgery enough to fully correct my vision without contact lenses?  I’m thinking medical technology!  And we do that.  No matter what the problem, we are so slow to come for prayers of healing and so quick to trust in technology and our own innovation.

I see it in how we raise our children and the enormous emphasis we put on education.  We are hyper vigilant about college requirements and helping our children compete and get into the best schools.  We wouldn’t think of doing otherwise.  I know of a family that has hired a coach to help their high school daughter get into the best college, and she meets with him every day!  But do we apply that same zeal to their Christian education, to knowing this story, the Christ story?  

The children and youth that come to church regularly on Sunday and during the week are here because their parents wouldn’t think of doing otherwise – just like with school.  What script guides our life and hope today?

Many think that the greatest challenge facing youth ministry at Trinity is that we postponed hiring a fulltime Youth Director.  The truth is we have just as many youth involved now as we did when we had a fulltime Youth Director.  Though we look forward to the day we do fill that position, our greatest challenge in youth ministry is that we have lost the story.  We are no longer convinced that Jesus’ death and resurrection is THE most important story for our children’s future, the most important story that guides our life and hope.  

All of our education and science and technology and enlightenment will not defeat the powers of death and hell and usher in a new creation.  Jesus alone says, “I am making all things new.”  Jesus alone says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end; I have the keys of death and Hades.”  Jesus alone walked out of his grave and promises that all of creation will walk out of ours too.  This is the revelation that breaks in upon us this Advent and guides our faith and life.

Julie Lenden traveled to Romania with us, and she shared the story of her grandmother with our team and the night she gave her special gifts to the Romanian staff.  She was very close to her grandmother and grieved greatly when she died.  She told us that a very unusual thing happened at her graveside service.  All of a sudden, in the middle of the service, there were butterflies everywhere – flying all around, covering the trees.  

Later, when Julie went through her grandmother’s things, sure enough, she found butterflies everywhere – pictures, mementos.  She told this story when she gave Dana, one of our hosts in Romania, a butterfly broach, and when she gave Ina, one of our translators, a butterfly scarf – symbols of hope – “for the first things have passed away… and I saw a new heaven and a new earth… I saw a new Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.”  

Jesus comes to us in this Revelation, in the butterflies, in this sacrament, in this worshiping community, reminding us – don’t lose your story – the story of my death and resurrection that guides your life and your hope for a brand new day.

At the beginning of a session meeting late last spring, when we thought our ground-breaking was immanent, I asked the session members to imagine us placing a large sign on the side of our building during the construction declaring to the community what we are doing here.  What would they want that sign to say?  I gave them each a half-sheet of paper to write it down in a few words and post it on the white board.  This is what Josh wrote:  HOPE AVAILABLE.

This is what we have to offer as Christ’s church: the only story that keeps us sane in all the turbulence of life.  So friends, in prayer, in scripture, in worship, in the way we celebrate Christmas, in our life together as God’s people and our service in the world – let’s not lose this story!  It’s the only reason we are here.

� As quoted in Philip Yancey’s book Prayer, p. 51.





