The Beautiful City
Revelation 21:10, 21:22-22:5

I have hope, in part, because I have read the Bible.  Through scripture, teachers and preachers, God has encountered me in its pages.

The Bible begins with a hymn of praise, rhythmic with a constant refrain.   God seems to be having so much fun.  God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.  And God saw that it was good.  God said, “Let there be land,” and dry land appeared.  And it was good.  God said, “Let there be birds of the air and fish of the sea.”  So the earth greens, newborns breathe air into their lungs, and birds wing their way to the skies.  God creates an abundant, fruitful, good world and entrusts the world to the care of human beings to form an interdependent community which cares for its members and the earth.  At the conclusion of the first creation account, God kicks back, looks at the creation, and says, “This is very good!”

But, we don’t have to go far in the Bible to realize that human beings find it way too limiting to live within the confines of God’s will.  Three chapters haven’t gone by before Cain, in a fit of jealous rage, whacks his brother up side the head and kills him.  There are plenty of stories in the Bible that reveal the raw, nasty underbelly of humanity--Pharaoh’s genocide of Hebrew boys, crowds thirsting for Jesus’ blood.  King David turns a blind eye to his son’s rape of his half-sister, and King Solomon enslaves his own people to work on building projects.  Famine, war, persecution, brutality, the victimization of the poor---it is all there.  The sad, corrupt and violence-laced daily news of our time—whether of oil spills, Goldman Sachs, the dire circumstances of the poor in the world, or a car bomb in Times Square— does not shock anyone who has read the Bible.

You might be saying to yourself about this point, “I thought she started the sermon talking about hope. So far she is mighty thin on hope.”  I have hope, not because of humanity’s intellect or compassion or our ability to continually better ourselves.  I have hope because of God.  

Time and time again in the Bible, we see that God keeps reaching out to us.  Hearing the cries of those enslaved in Egypt, God delivers the children of Israel from bondage.  With mercy, God gives the law and sends prophets to call the people back to a just and righteous way of living.  Jesus comes to teach and to reveal the healing power of God and the depths of God’s suffering love, taking the cruelty and the sin of the world upon himself.

We have hope, because God hasn’t given up on us, and in the end, God has the last word.  The last chapters in the Book of Revelation are breath-taking.  We are shown the vision of the new creation and the holy city of Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God.  And what a vision it is!  The city is filled with the light of the glory of the Lord.  The nations will walk by its light, and the rulers and principalities and powers of the world will acknowledge God’s rule and come streaming into the city.  

There is no darkness in this city to cloak evil.  There is no shadow into which the abuser may hide.  Fear and shame will be erased in God’s cleaning light.  Drug dealers and terrorists will scatter like cockroaches, and no one will raise a brutal hand to beat down others.  Empires that enjoyed luxury goods while others starved, and kingdoms that wielded power like a sledgehammer, will be shattered.  All nations will walk by the life-giving light of God’s will.

The gates of the beautiful city will always be open-- no alarm systems and no gated communities will be necessary.  People of all hues and cultures and classes will work together in the city streets.  CEO’s, garbage collectors, bank executives and bakers, mothers and fathers will be preparing the banquets.   Arab, Algerian, American, Chilean, Canadian, Korean, South African---people from every tribe and nation will enter the city.  The undocumented won’t need passports, and the refugees and migrant workers will have permanent addresses in which to enjoy the fruits of the land.    There will be a street address for everyone, a home “furnished with grace specific for each one’s needs”  (Skip Johnson, Feasting on the Word, Year C, volume 2, page 460).   

And the river of life will run through the heart of the city, crystal clear and clean.   There will be no dead zone where life cannot flourish.  And thirst will be quenched deep in our bones.  The tree of life will bear twelve kinds of fruit, always in season, and all will have enough.  The leaves of the tree will be for the healing of the nations.  Ancient hatreds will cease, and forgiveness will flow.  

Throughout Revelation, there is singing of praise to God.  I imagine that in that beautiful city, teaming with life, a gospel choir will be belting out praises on one corner, and on another corner, Johann Sebastian Bach will be sung.  A foot-tapping bluegrass group will be sharing the stage with jazzy saxophones and trumpets.  The passionate cello of Yo Yo Ma and reggae will fill homes with music.  It doesn’t say so anywhere, but I think there will be dancing, too.

Into this beautiful city will come all those who have rejected the values of the empires and borne Christ’s character into the world.   The fleeting moments of God’s presence will gone, because God will dwell in the midst of that city.  All will know the joy of seeing God’s face to face.

Carly Simon has written a song with images from Revelation 22, entitled, “The River Run.”  It captures the power of the vision of the new Jerusalem and our longing for the day when God will bring everything to completion.  In part, it goes like this:

We're coming to the edge
Running on the water
Coming through the fog
Your sons and daughters

Let the river run.
Let all the dreamers
Wake the nation
Come, the New Jerusalem

Silver cities rise
The morning lights
The streets that lead them
And sirens call them on with a song.

It's asking for the taking
Trembling, shaking
Oh, my heart is aching.

We're coming to the edge
Running on the water
Coming through the fog
Your sons and daughters

We, the great and small, stand on a star
And blaze a trail of desire
Through the darkling dawn.

Let the river run.
Let all the dreamers
Wake the nation
Come, the New Jerusalem


We have hope, because God’s grace is available, “asking for the taking.”  We have hope, because, in Christ, “God gave us a glimpse of the new creation that God has already begun and will surely finish.”  (A Declaration of Faith, 10,2)    The church is to be that new community, that stands as a beacon of light, like a city set on a hill, “to be a sign in and for the world of the new reality which God has made available to people in Jesus Christ in which sin is forgiven, reconciliation is accomplished, and the dividing walls of hostility are torn down. (Book of Order, PCUSA, G-3.2000)

We don’t always measure up, but we can throw ourselves with reckless abandon into living for Christ, because we know that the renewal of all things is under way.  We can live now as citizens of the New Jerusalem.  
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