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“The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength:  Plans Come Together”


The Sixth Sunday of Easter								   May 9, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										   Acts 16:9-15
Epistle Lesson								      Revelation21:9-14, 21-27
Gospel Lesson										       John 5:1-9


We’re going to read through the Epistle Lesson in a few minutes, so have that handy if you want to participate in re-reading the Epistle Lesson.

The theme for the season is “The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength-- trying to help us get that straight—that joy comes first and strength in living follows from that joy.  The theme for today is “Plans Come Together.”  In working on this sermon though, I came up with a better title—“Life In a Construction Zone.”  What I want to do today is to help us appreciate the situation in which we live, so that we can look at our life on earth in a positive way that helps us not only endure but to be victorious, as we live our lives on earth.

I’m going to begin by telling you about a place I see a lot of lately, and that is Martin Luther Manor in east Bloomington—just a couple blocks from Lutheran Church of the Redemption.  Martin Luther Manor was built by a group of Lutherans back in the late 60’s and early 70’s.  It started as a nursing home, then transitional care, and now there is Assisted Living connected to it.  The Assisted Living is called Meadow Woods.  I have been visiting parishioners there since the 1970’s when it was a shiny new building, and it was state of the art--it was the place to go at that stage in your life.  But over the years, Martin Luther Manor has begun to show its age.  There has been a lot of wear and tear on the buildings which is normal.  When it was built the rooms were really the right size, but now the rooms in facilities such as this are much larger, so the rooms at Martin Luther Manor seem smaller than in other facilities.  The hallways in newer facilities are much wider, and so Martin Luther Manors hallways seem kind of small, kind of narrow.  The cosmetic decoration was becoming dated.  You know that happens, doesn’t it.  You put something in and you say, “This is shiny new.”  And then twenty years later it’s not quite as fashionable as it was when it was put in.  And then the amenities are becoming dated because we live in an age of constantly rising expectations.  What we are happy with at one point in life twenty years later people aren’t happy with that anymore—they want more amenities. 

In 2009 Martin Luther Manor developed a huge rebuilding project, because they were faced with the fact that they had to adapt, they had to rebuild, or kind of fade away.  It’s just a fact of life.  This rebuilding project kind of interested me a little bit, but it didn’t affect me.  I was aware that they were going through the effort of some architectural planning.  I was aware that the neighborhood was protesting.  “Oh, stop Martin Luther Manor!  Stop Martin Luther Manor!”  There were signs on people’s yards.  I was aware of that because I saw them every other day.  But none of this actually affected me, until they started to tear the whole thing down and started to rebuild.  That’s when the parking problems started, and it started to affect me.  You see what happens.  You aren’t affected and then all of sudden you are.  My mother and an aunt live at Meadow Woods, which is part of the Martin Luther Campus, so I have to find parking there a few times a week.  And for the better part of a year now, there has been very little parking.  So I drive over there and I drive around and around the parking lot looking for somebody’s reverse lights to go on, and then I get close, and hope I don’t have to fight somebody for the parking place.  You know how that works.  But then my aunt, and now my mother had to be in transitional care at Martin Luther Manor itself, and now the tearing down and the remodeling and the rebuilding is affecting me.  Now it’s getting serious.  There is less parking now.  There is the sound of demolition equipment constantly.  Now, one has to navigate around huge dumpsters—not the kind they put in your driveway when you work on your house.  We’re talking huge dumpsters!  There’s the constant sound of chainsaws.  I went over there last week, and I thought everyone was watching Red Green.  And now the building is entered through a temporary door, which works every once in a while.  Nothing is where it used to be; nothing is where it ought to be.  Every hallway is crowded with men wearing hardhats, and the noise of power tools, and the clanging of building materials is heard everywhere.  The route you took yesterday, doesn’t take you there today.  The directions are written on 8 ½ by 11 sheets of paper, scotch taped to bare drywall.  The floors are covered with plastic, bits of carpet, bare concrete, and tape of various colors which has no pattern to it that I can see.  It is a mess; it’s quite a construction zone; and it’s affecting my life.  

Then, there’s I-35 and the Crosstown Commons.  Um, yesterday after Church Council meeting I got on the phone and I called my wife.  I said, “I’ll be home late, because I’m going down to Abbott Northwestern to see Alexis Gartland.”  And she said, “How are you going to get there?”  As she said that I pulled on to the Crosstown.  It dawned on me--I wasn’t going to get there, unless I went through city streets all the way there, because I-35 was closed yesterday.  Last week I went to lunch with a friend of mine down on 55th & Lyndale.  He said he was in a hurry when we left.  He said, “How am I going to get back to the church?”  I said, “Don’t worry about it.  You just go straight, down Lyndale and it takes you straight on to I-35.”  It used to.  It doesn’t any more.  That roads not there.  I said, “Don’t worry.  We’re just going to go up on the Crosstown; we’ll go down to Penn; and we’ll go south.  We’ll get there.”  No you don’t, because there’s no exit to Penn Avenue any more.  So we ended up going down to Xerxes.  My friend said, “This is a nice little tour.  I enjoyed riding around Richfield this morning.”  

It brings me back to the memories of the period of the demolition and construction for Berea back in the 80’s.  Do you remember that time?  All of that was gone and the only entrance we had to the sanctuary of the church was that door there.  I was convinced when we got done with this mess we’d have about 12 parishioners left.  Ladies would come to church with high heels on, and then they would remember that the only way to get in was up those stairs, and those stairs aren’t stairs they’re corrugated stuff with holes—almost impossible to get up in high heels.  The offices were in the fellowship hall, and there were no doors on anything.  There were about three people who could figure out what this was all going to look like when it was done.  Most everyone else was scratching their head and grumbling.  And every week it was so much fun to come to work in those days, because every week brought more hassles with city inspectors, lenders, and contractors.  Try to imagine a congregational program in a type of war zone.  It was like living in a war zone.  As I think back to these experiences, and as I go over to Martin Luther Manor these days there’s only one thing that gets me through these kinds of things and that is the ability to envision the finished project, and the confidence that the finished project will be a big improvement when it is done.  That’s the only thing that gets me through the inconvenience and the annoyance of these construction zones.

As I was leaving Martin Luther Manor last week I saw this sign:  Sorry for the inconvenience.  We are building for the future.  Sorry for the inconvenience.  We are building for the future.  That sign didn’t make things any more convenient or any less annoying, but it did help me look past those things, and to give me a vision of better things to come.  So I could endure the inconvenience, I could endure the annoyance as something necessary for moving forward to something better.

Now my understanding of God’s Word has helped me to look at this world in which we live as a giant construction zone.  We are living our entire lives in the midst of a renewal project.  Is this world in which we live a mess?  Absolutely!  Absolutely, the world we live in is a mess!  Things are wearing out all around us.  Things are falling apart all around us.  Things are getting old.  The crazy people just keep coming, don’t they?  We think, “Oh, I’ve seen it all.”  And then the next day another crazy person comes along and you realize, “I haven’t seen it all yet.”  Goodness is opposed with great energy day after day.  People keep causing destruction to the earth and its people and to themselves.  There is constant redesign.  Nothing ever stays the way it ought to be.  There is constant destruction; there is constant demolition.  The foundations of the earth are shook on a daily basis—volcanoes, oil spills, earthquakes constantly.  The infrastructure of the earth is threatened continually.  Culture and society live with the same constant threats.  It is like living in a giant construction zone every day.  

What is God doing about this?  Well, he is not ignoring it.  He is not ignoring it.  He is working through it to bring about his purposes.  To a great extent this is his construction zone in which we are living.  To us the world in which we live is filled with annoyance.  It is filled with inconvenience.  It is filled with disappointment and changes--all sorts of things that we don’t like; all sorts of things about which we worry; all sorts of things which we fear.  It’s every day; it is constant.  To God, the world in which we live is a giant renewal zone.  It is filled with annoyance and inconvenience and all sorts of things we don’t like, and all sorts of things that we worry about and fear, but to God this is all happening for a purpose, this is all happening for the completion of his plan.  It is a big, messy construction zone where God is busy building the future and preparing people to not only want to live in that future, but he is preparing us to live in that future—to live there.  

How does the Book of Revelation fit into all of this?  Do you remember that sign I told you about over at Martin Luther Manor?  “Sorry for the inconvenience.  We are building for the future.”  The Book of Revelation is a series of visions given to John to share with people to make this same point.  This is God saying to us, “Sorry for the inconvenience.  I am building for the future.  Be patient, because something much better is coming and it will include you.”  That is the message of the Epistle Lesson for today:  “Sorry for the inconvenience.  Sorry for the suffering, but I am building for the future.  Be patient because something much better is coming and it will include you.”  

Couple weeks ago I was walking through the mess over at Martin Luther Manor and I ran into the Chaplain, Mike Carlson.  I’ve known him for many, many years—a fine Lutheran pastor.  I said, “Mike, what is going on here?”  He said, “It’s quite a mess isn’t it?”  I said, “Yes it is.  What’s all going to happen here?”  He said, “Come, I’ll show you the plans.  Come, I’ll show you the plans.”  He showed this to me and he introduced me to how this is all going to end.  It’s kind of interesting—“Come, I’ll show you.”

How does the Epistle Lesson begin for today?  The angel said to me, “Come, and let me show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.  Come, let me show you where all this big construction zone is going to end up.”  But it’s kind of a strange thing, isn’t it?  Let me show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.  What is that about?  Every one of you is familiar with these words from John 14:  “You believe in God, also now believe in me.  In my Father’s house there are many rooms and if that were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?  That where I am you will be also.”  When Jesus spoke those words he was speaking about the way they used to do marriages in those days.  The marriages were arranged between the groom’s family and the bride’s family--usually when the people were too young to be married.  But then when they were old enough they came together for what was called “the betrothal service.”  At the betrothal service they became husband and wife.  But after the betrothal service, they did not go off to live together.  The woman went back home to get ready to be a wife.  I think what happened is that she went home and her mother spent about a month telling her about what men are really like.  The groom would go off to get the house ready for them to live in.  Only when the house was ready for them to live in would the groom come back to the bride’s home, get her and her family and lead them in procession to the house that he had prepared for them to live in.  That’s where the reception was held.  That’s where the party went on for a few days.  Now you have to imagine the betrothal service.  As the couple went their separate ways, the groom would say to the bride, “I go to prepare a place for you.  I will come again.”  That where I am, you will be with me also.”  Grooms were not in the habit of forgetting that they had gotten married.  It wasn’t, “Oh my goodness, I got married two months ago--forgot all about it!”  No, when the house was ready he went and got his bride for the celebration.  That’s the commitment, that’s the love commitment that the groom made to the bride, and that’s the love commitment that our God has made to us through Jesus Christ.  This angel says to John, “Come, let me show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.  Let me show you this relationship that is being built here.”

Now the next part of the message is that God’s dwelling is with his people.  That’s the main point; that’s the thing it’s saying.  “God’s dwelling is with his people.”  Does this refer to Judgment Day?  Does it refer to the day that a person would die?  Or does it refer to today—May 9, 2010?  Yes, it refers to all three.  God is with his people today.  We are living the life of the bride.  God will be with his people on the day they die.  God will be with his people on Judgment Day.  And all through this it’s a process of God coming down.  The heavenly city, Jerusalem, comes down out of heaven.  It isn’t us struggling to get to Him; it is Him coming to us.  He comes to us with the glory that was represented with whoever was sitting on the throne—it’s jasper, clear as crystal.  It’s a lovely, lovely thing this presence of God with his people, today, the day we die, and Judgment Day and forever.

There are a couple verses missing from the lesson today—they aren’t included—and they talk about the Holy City, Jerusalem, coming down and its cubic.  It’s one thousand five hundred miles long; it’s one thousand five hundred miles deep; and it’s one thousand five hundred miles high—it’s cubic.  What on earth is that about?  In that world the perfect shape was a cube.  It’s as close to godliness as you could get.  In all of the Middle East, there was only one structure that was perfectly cubic.  Do you remember what that was?  The Holy of Holy’s in the temple in Jerusalem was the only cubic structure in all of that land, because that represented where God was.  And now when the bride, the holy city, comes out of Jerusalem so that God’s dwelling is with his people, it is cubic because it is the presence of God.  God is not going to be hidden away in some little box in Jerusalem.  God is present with his people in all places and in all times.  And this city is gold, but it is gold that is as clear as glass.  And it is that way because God has made everything his temple.

Then there are walls and gates around this city and these gates are named for the twelve tribes—the sons of Jacob—and there are foundations on this wall.  There are twelve foundations and every one of those foundation is named after one of the disciples of Jesus.  The point is that the whole thing is built on the work of God.  It’s built on the apostles.  It’s built on what God has done in Jesus Christ.

Then all around this city, this presence of God, there are twelve gates.  Each of those gates is made out of a single pearl.  Now this is a little bit hard to imagine.  Each of these pearls would have been about forty-five feet in diameter.  So this is something only God can do.  No one is going to find a forty-five foot diameter pearl.  It’s something only God can create.  So these twelve pearls are there and then the gates are carved out of these twelve pearls.  So they are perfect.  They are precious.  They are beyond anything man can make.  But the great thing is that they are always open.  You had gates in a city wall so you could close them to protect the city.  But these gates are always open.  They are open because people are constantly coming in.  The presence of God in the world is not that God comes down and protects his little club and sends everyone else to hell.  The point is that God’s presence comes down out of heaven, creates his people, and the way they live becomes an attraction for other people.  The gates are always open because the point isn’t to send people to hell.  The point is to bring people to salvation, and that’s why the twelve gates are always open.

In this city there is no temple.  There’s one other place in the Bible that has no temple.  Can you think of what that is?  There’s one other place in the Bible that has no temple, no church, nothing like that—no house of God.  Can you remember what that is?  It’s the Garden of Eden.  The Garden of Eden had no temple, it had no house of God, it had no church.  Do you know why?--because it wasn’t needed.  Because temples and churches are only needed where there is division between God and man.  Where there is no division between God and man there is no temple necessary.  There is no house of God necessary, because people simply live in the presence of God—God close to them; they close to God.  Christ is dwelling within his people, not in a local building.  That’s what God is building.  

It doesn’t need the sun because it is self-lit and that’s what we celebrate in the song, “I want to walk as a child of the light. I want to be like Jesus.  In him there is no darkness at all, the night and the day are both alike.  The Lamb is the light of the city of God, shine in my heart O Jesus.”  These things refer to the Christian life on earth as well as to life in heaven.  The visions of John are saying, “This is what it means to live in this construction zone.  This is the vision that you carry with you.”  This is how you get through life constantly hearing God saying, “Sorry for the inconvenience, but I am building something for the future.”

Then the vision ends with a very lovely thing.  “Nations will come, kings will bring their splendor.”  The point of the “city of God” is not to keep away the unfit.  The point of us as a Christian church isn’t to come here and huddle together and keep ourselves pure from what’s going on out there.  The point is to live lives that attract the nations, to provide a desirable destination for those of the earth who had once lived contrary to God, but now are drawn to the city where God dwells.  And that city is any place his people are.  

And what is coming to this city?  All the accomplishments of humankind that are good accomplishments--all the art, all the culture, all the music, all the wonderful things that have been created out there by God’s people are going to be brought to God and used for his purposes.  That is what the Christian church on earth is doing—helping God to sanctify his creation and to bring people into it.  That’s what Jesus meant when he said, “You are the salt of the earth; you are the city standing on a hill; you are the light of the world.”  That’s the purpose of our presence in this construction zone.  

So the world is an annoying and inconvenient construction zone, but God assures us—endure, be inconvenienced.  God says, “I am building something better for the future.  It will include you.  In fact, you are one of the construction workers helping me to build.  So be patient, put on the hard-hat of faith, pick up your tools, go out and live that the nations may come to their God.”

Please join with me in reading the Epistle Lesson:
One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of the seven last plagues came and said to me, “Come, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.”  And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and high, and showed me the Holy City, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God.  It shone with the glory of God, and its brilliance was like that of a very precious jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal.  It had a great, high wall with twelve gates, and with twelve angels at the gates.  On the gates were written the names of the twelve tribes of Israel.  There were three gates on the east, three on the north, three on the south and three on the west.  The wall of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb.  The twelve gates were twelve pearls, each gate made of a single pearl.  The great street of the city was of pure gold, like transparent glass.  I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple.  The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp.  The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it.  On no day will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night there.  The glory and honor of the nations will be brought into it.  Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb's book of life.   
