6th Sunday of Easter
Sermon 5.9.10
Scripture: 	Acts of the Apostles 16:9-15
		Revelation 21:10, 22-22:5

We credit the wrong John for first imagining no religion.  “Imagine no religion,” John Lennon famously wrote in a song that’s become something of an anthem for the left.  “Imagine no religion.  It isn’t hard to do,” he assured us.  And, of course, we must admit this is true.  It’s easy for us to imagine no religion.  Really, there being no religion might solve a lot of problems for us.  Tired of wrestling with the question of what to do with your religion—whether to keep it private or to proclaim it, whether to keep it a secret or to commit your whole life to it, whether to leave it at home when heading out to the public square or to have it be the very ground on which you stand—we might well decide life’s just easier without all that.  I think that’s been the collective decision of a lot of our brethren—those who might be here among us and yet are not.  Imagine no religion?  Yep.  That isn’t hard to.  That’s really quite easy.
It’s not easy for everyone, of course.  There are those who Barak Obama famously described as “clinging to their guns and religion.”  It was an unfortunate statement, and it backfired on him.  But who can deny that there’s something here to talk about—if with much more carefully chosen words?  There are people for whom religion, like guns, is a source of felt power.  Dispossessed, disadvantaged, they have little power—politically and financially, intellectually and circumstantially.  So, they rely on the power of God, the power of the Holy Spirit, to feel the sort of power everyone needs simply to live.  
But that’s not us.  We’re neither disadvantaged nor dispossessed.  And though our power has its limits to be sure, though our power may fall short of what we want, we’re still more powerful than so many people with whom we live in this world.  And this is our greatest challenge as we face the question of whether to be or not to be—we of the Monterey Church, we of the mainline American church, we of the church in the so-called 1st world.  This is our greatest challenge as American Christians in a dying church: that we believe in our own power more than we believe in the power of God; that we rely on our own power more than we rely on the power of God.  Or so we think…
In conversation with a colleague, I listened as he wondered why the United Church of Christ in Massachusetts is losing members just like everywhere else.  “We’re a progressive church in a progressive state.  We’re surrounded with natural allies.  Let’s work to get them to come to church!”  Now, I should confess that he’s a baby boomer, so he feels a sense of social potential that is foreign to me.  Really, I should confess that I always feel disappointing to children of the 50s and 60s, those whose world was full of possibility and whose youth was full of power, because I came of age in the 70s and 80s so mine was a world marked by letdown and a youth marked by romanticized cynicism.  Given this, it’s maybe no surprise that I didn’t see such an easy way forward as he did.  To me, we’re not such natural allies with the social progressives who largely populate our state.  We’re not enemies, of course.  But there’s this crucial and unavoidable difference.  Secular progressives believe their power is inherent and can be exercised in tinkering with the details, or even in overhauling whole systems, all for the cause of (even ultimate) good.  Christians believe their power is granted by the Holy Spirit and can be exercised for good, yet a conditional good, and this only because of the grace of God at work in our lives.  These are radically different postures to strike in the world.  People whose reality is secular will have hard time accepting knowledge not as acquired but as revealed, and a near impossible time submitting to power that’s granted from an external (even if spiritual) authority.  By contrast, people whose reality is made possible by God will have a hard time being satisfied for long in tinkering with details or even in overhauling systems, and a near impossible time acting in the world in any way other than as a response to divine action and a prayer for further divine action.  And we who try to have it both ways find it increasingly untenable.
This is ditch the mainline church finds itself in these days.  It was a path that started out promising enough.  The social gospel movement of the early 20th century was the modern church’s response to the crisis modern scholarship threw the church into.  The discoveries of science and the scientific method applied to scriptural studies and theology tossed believers into a tailspin.  Suddenly things that had never been questioned—the authorship and integrity of the Bible, the factuality of the ancient stories, the reality of Jesus’ miracles—were all expected to withstand historical and scientific scrutiny.  It was an either/or situation.  It was all or nothing.  It was yes or no, true or false.  Fundamentalists answered in one way: “True.”  Modernists had little choice but to answer the other way:  “False…?”  
And, as if to ease the pain of such a loss, the modern church got busy.  Having taken on the challenge of fitting our faith into a frame set by science, we reduced Christianity to its “essentials,” came to revere Jesus as a great teacher, and noticed that, in the industrial world, that much of life was a misery.  Scientism set the method.  Economics established value.  Utilitarianism was the judge of whether or not a life was justified.  And, given this as a milieu, we set about to make the world a better place.  We set about to build the kingdom of God here and now.  We’d set the gospel loose on the social world.  We’d build a middle class.  We’d establish labor laws and a tax code that strove for greater financial equity and social stability.  We’d rally for just wars and protest against unjust ones.
And it worked!  
For about a century.  
It’s not really working anymore.  
As I said a couple weeks ago, people have realized they can do good works without God.  In fact, this is the latest slogan of the growing atheist movement in America:  “Good without God.”  Really, people have found they can make a positive difference in our collective life without the backing or social network of the church—leaving the modern, liberal, progressive church with little to proclaim.  
Imagine no religion.  It isn’t hard to do.
John did it—and I don’t mean John Lennon.  John of Patmos did it.  Did you notice?  When in the spirit he was carried away to a great high mountain and shown the holy city Jerusalem, he saw no temple in the city.  This would have been a disquieting vision to many of John’s time.  Likely writing around the turn of the 2nd century, John was a victim of the war against the Jews that the Romans waged for around 60 or so years.  In the first wave of violence, the Temple had been destroyed and was now painfully missed.  People suffered its lack, suffered its loss.  Once the center of life for the people Israel, the Temple was even imaged as the point of connection between the Lord and His people.  It was umbilical in importance!  The creation was the new life yet in incubation.  The Lord was the mother who nourished and provided and labored the creation forth.  The Temple was the navel for what the Lord was laboring forth.  And, like most of Jerusalem, now it was rubble.  Surely, without it, all would be lost.
And yet here was John, imagining a new Jerusalem, a new creation.  Now here was John receiving a revelation purportedly from God, yet one in which this essential part of the picture was missing.  Imagine a human belly without a belly button.  It would be eerie, to say the least.  This was what John saw, and moreover found hope in.  
Did you notice?  Did this strike you?
If it didn’t, might I suggest it’s because you’ve consigned this book as just too weird to pay much attention to?  You don’t understand it, so you mostly ignore it.  You can’t relate to it, so you mostly tune it out.  Moreover, those who do relate to it seem to wield it like a weapon, and that turns you off completely.  Or am I just talking about myself?  
I’ve told you lately that the Acts of the Apostles is one book I’ve largely ignored in the Bible—as embarrassing, as too challenging, as even offensive in this multi-ethnic interfaith age.  Apostles going around proclaiming their faith, baptizing people by the hundreds, and converting believers and non-believers (which is to say Jews and Gentiles) to follow Christ—eek!  Well, I’ve turned an even colder shoulder to the Revelation John received.  This is where images of fire and brimstone are commonplace.  This is where whole swaths of people are damned to an eternity of torment.  This is where a spirit of revenge grows up with this one man’s desperate need for justice, all on behalf of a people’s deep hope for justice.
But tossing this book out all together would be a costly endeavor.  Letting eschatology fall off the far end of Christian life carries with it great risk.  The eschaton is the end of time.  Eschatology is talk of the end of time.  The Revelation to John is the longest and most detailed exploration of what the world has waiting for us when time comes to an end.  We can safely conclude it will.  After all, time had a beginning, so it logically will come to an end.  It might be something we recognize in fear and trembling.  It might be an idea as disquieting to us as a vision of Jerusalem without the Temple would have been to 2nd century Jews and Jewish-Christians.  But it does make sense, we have to admit.  John’s revelation is the biblical book that presses upon us most overtly this idea.  And, of course, we’re wise not to get fixed on the details of his vision.  We’re faithful to bear in mind that he was a particular man in a particular circumstance—a prisoner of the empire, tortured and sentenced to a life of isolation.  We’re human to want the end to be far, far off.  But we put ourselves at risk of grave loss if we reason our way out of this revelation all together.  
For we need an end.  Thomas Long, in his book Preaching from Memory to Hope, makes this case.  He reminds his readers what I learned in school from my writing teacher—that a good story is one in which, as you’re reading it you can’t guess what will happen next, and when you’ve finished it you realize it couldn’t have gone any other way.  Given this set of characters, given this situation they’re in, given the dynamics put into play, you realize it couldn’t have gone any why but the way it did.  There was something inevitable about it, even as the story is not under anyone’s control.  This is what an honest ending does: the end of a good story makes sense of all that’s come before; the end of a true story reveals meaning and redeems suffering.  Long writes, “What is true about all narratives in the small sense is true of the gospel story in the largest sense: they reverse the flow of time.  Everything is read from the end backwards, and events in the middle of things take their significance not just in themselves but in how they are related to the end.”  Remembering the gospel song, “Nobody knows who I am until Judgment Day,” Long continues, “In the middle of things, the forces of history may render a verdict on people.  It may deem them to be chattel slaves, cannon fodder, or stubble for gas ovens.  But history in the middle of things does not get to have the last word.  God’s eschatological fullness is the only truthfulness about who people really are.  ‘Nobody knows who I am until Judgment Day.’”  
Yes, we need an end.  Otherwise, we find ourselves on an endless path yet struggling for progress.  We need an end.  Otherwise, we must settle for girding our loins and getting back to work using the resources at hand.  And we need a church that proclaims, in Mr. Long’s words, “God’s future embarrassingly and disturbingly thrust into the present.”  We need an announcing of “eternal freedom in a time of captivity.”  We need proclaimed “the gift of peace to a world of conflict.”  We need a witness for “joy even as the lamenting continues.”  Likewise, we need a church that points not to “irrefutable proof of God’s reign, but to fleeting signs and wonders, ambiguous glimpses of what shall surely be.”  We need a church that “speaks from the end into the middle and allows the word ‘It is finished’ to liberate a world still very much in the making, all in the assurance that what happens in the middle is finally defined by the end.”  Otherwise, we’re consigned to disappointment at all we can’t seem to make progress on and even despair that our best efforts so often have unintended consequences—collateral damage that paralyzes us all.
No!  We need a church that “brings the finished work of God to bear on an unfinished world—summoning it to completion, promising a ‘new heaven and a new earth’ and inviting people to participate in a coming future that, while not dependant on their success, is open to the labors of their hands.”
It’s important to note that the new Jerusalem John imagined had no Temple because it needed no Temple.  The whole world had become the Temple.  The whole world had become what the Temple was meant to promise.  A city lit by the light of God.  A city nourished by living waters.  A city untouched by whatever it is that so bedevils us now—sin, fallenness, accursedness, call it what you will.  A city that is the home of God yet among mortals, and where God himself wipes away every tear from every eye, where mourning and crying and pain are no more, where death itself is no more.  
It’s important also to note that we’re not there yet.  We know this.  Bombs in Times Square tell us this.  Oil spills tell us this.  Tensions in Europe (yet again!) tell us this.  Tensions in this small town even tell us this.  Nothing is ever simple.  Nothing is ever straightforward…
So, it’s perhaps most important of all to note that here, in this place, we need a church bold enough to proclaim a message of eschatological hope—in this place where so many have imagined no religion, have found it isn’t hard to do, and yet who like that we’re here.  Why?  
I can’t help but to wonder why they like us here.  There’s the building, of course.  People like that our building completes the picture-postcard perfection of Monterey.  People like all the more that we welcome its use for all sorts of occasions. But, as I’ve spent time recently really imagining no organized religion in town, I sense that people would actually miss us if, though the building stayed, the church closed.  Why?  
I could be wrong.  Maybe they wouldn’t.  Maybe any sadness would pass like so much sentimentality.  But if they would, if we’re more important than we can easily see by looking around this room, might I suggest it’s because people really don’t want to be left with merely living life fully in the moment.  Good as life is here for so many of us, productive as we are, progressive as we are, powerful as we are, maybe even we need more than to be what history and circumstance deem us to be.  I do.  I need to be more than just another wordy, well-meaning preacher.  And I desperately need my children to be more than just two people among billions who will live and then will die.  I need them to be made for good.  I need myself to have labored them forth for good, still to be laboring them forth for a purpose that is eternal.  I need my life to be in God’s life.  I need my time to be redeemed in God’s eternity.  Otherwise, it’s just too much toil, too much injustice and heartbreak, too much mourning and crying and pain.  So I need for this church, my church, to labor its labors in the light of God, shed from eternity back over history, drawing us ever closer to its gracious end.  I need this of you.  I need this of us.  Moreover, maybe, maybe Monterey needs this too.
In that light, isn’t it interesting that Paul went to Macedonia having been promised in a vision that the men there needed him and were pleading for him?  And when he went— from Troas to Samothrace, and then the following day to Neapolis, and from there to Philippi—he spent several days doing God knows what before he finally met up with but a few women, only one of whom he managed to baptize?  I can’t help but to wonder whether he thought it was worth it.  But, then I imagine I know the answer:  of course.
Thanks be to God.  
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