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THE FIFTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

Why Do You Look Up Toward Heaven?
Acts 11:1-18; Revelation 21:1-6

We are about to enter that season of the year when folks who read a lot
shift into high gear.  Booklists are being developed, tomes are being
gathered, and IPads and Nooks are being downloaded with a summer’s worth
of reading.  For many people it does not get much better than a good book on
the beach or deck on a pretty summer’s day.

We all know, of course, that there are shortcuts to reading, especially
if the book is really long or even boring.  Some folks have mastered the ability
to read the first and last chapters of a book in order to get the gist of the story
and discover how it ends.  For them, what happens in the middle of the book
does not matter as much.  All they want is a plot and a resolution.  In my
opinion that is not real reading, but for a last minute book report or so-called
preparation for a book club discussion, I guess it works.  Of course, no one
here has ever resorted to such tactics!

You may be surprised to learn that some people read the Bible this way. 
The book of Genesis (the beginning “chapter), they believe, tells us all we
need to know about the creation of the world, the fall of humanity, attempts
at reconciliation with God, punishment and destruction of the earth, rescue,
redemption, hope, and promise.  It is true that if you read the entire book of
Genesis, you will find those themes addressed.  Then they believe that all you
need to do is flip over to the Book of Revelation (the last “chapter”) and find
out how the story ends with the themes of consummation, triumph, and
ultimate redemption.  In a nutshell, someone could sum up Genesis with
something like: God creates the world and humanity as good but things go
awry.  God gets mad and sends humans to make their way in the world.  He
tries repeatedly to save his people and direct them to a place of hope and
goodness.  Similarly, Revelation is summed up as: God in Christ triumphs
over evil and acts in power to re-create the world into the ideal world God
imagined in the beginning.

Reading the first and last chapters of a book is fine in those instances
where the story is nothing more than entertainment, but the Gospel of Jesus
Christ is far more than entertainment and has eternal ramifications for life. 



For those of us who care about what happens between the first and final
chapters, however, the full story of God’s dealings with his people is
important.

The complete story of God’s involvement with us includes everything
that happens between Genesis and Revelation, a little bit of which is recorded
in the Bible.  The majority of the story is recorded day by day–even at this
very moment–for it is the story of God’s interaction with you and me.  Even so,
throughout the Bible there are important experiences we do not want to miss. 
They give us clues to the end of the story.  They help us to write our story so
that it fits the end of the story.  The account of Peter’s vision in Joppa is one
such experience.  It is a clear foreshadowing of the beloved passage from
The Book of Revelation which we just heard.

After Peter had raised Dorcas ( who was also known as Tabitha) back
to life, he stayed with a man named Simon who was a tanner.  One day Peter
went up to the roof to pray.  While there he fell into a trance and saw a vision
of a sheet coming down out of heaven filled with all sorts of animals.  He
heard a voice which commanded him to kill and eat, but he protested, thinking
it must be some kind of test of his faithfulness.  He protested because among
the animals were some that were just fine for him to eat but others which were
considered unclean for a Jew.  They were not kosher.  The voice, however,
insisted that whatever God had made clean was not to be considered profane.

This vision replayed two more times and just as the sheet was pulled
back up to heaven, there was a knock at the door.  Three men from Caesarea
arrived to ask Peter to go to the home of Cornelius, a Gentile, and the Spirit
of God advised him to make no distinction between the Gentiles and the
Jews.  Peter went with them, shared the Gospel with them, and witnessed the
Spirit of God fall upon them just as it had on the day of Pentecost.  The
passage we read today is Peter’s retelling of this experience to some of the
apostles and other believers in Jerusalem who insisted that in order to
become a believer in Jesus Christ, a Gentile must first become a Jew.  The
story reveals to us, however, that in God’s opinion the Gospel is not a secret
gift offered to the Jews alone but is for the salvation of all people.  For
Cornelius and all those with him becoming a part of the family of faith was
heaven on earth.

Years later, as the persecutions of the Emperor Nero increased against
Christians, John received a revelation while exiled on the Isle of Patmos.  In
that vision, just as in Peter’s vision, God’s message to his people came down
from heaven.  Instead of a sheet full of animals, it was a shining city full of
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God’s people.  There was no distinction among them and their constant joy
was worshiping God and offering praise for all of God’s goodness.  It was the
new Jerusalem, the ultimate realization of God’s dream for his people.  It was
the hope that humanity had chased since those fresh days in God’s garden. 
It was heaven on earth.

Jerusalem is the perfect city for this image of the heavenly community. 
By tradition the actual city of Jerusalem is built on Mount Moriah, the place
where Abraham willingly came moments from sacrificing his son Isaac to God. 
It is an ancient city, existing long before the Jews inhabited it.  The Jebusites
occupied a fortress there when Joshua led the Israelites into the Promised
Land and it was not until David conquered the city that the Hebrew people
fully occupied it.

The name of the city was not given by the Jews.  At some point it may
have referenced an ancient Assyrian god, but the second part of the
name–salem–sounds like the Hebrew word for “peace” which is shalom.  The
name of the city, then, means something like city of peace or foundation of
peace.  In its fullest meaning, shalom suggests wholeness or completeness.1 
Thus the city of peace is a place of completeness.  Jesus brought his ministry
to this city.  He died and came to life there.  In the vision to Peter, God
suggested that his kingdom would be one of acceptance, wholeness, and
completeness.  In his vision to John, the city was identified as Jerusalem, the
foundation of wholeness and peace.

If we skip from the turmoil and longing of Genesis to John’s vision of the
New Jerusalem without hearing Peter’s vision, we run the risk of getting it all
wrong.  We assume that one day God is going to drop this New Jerusalem,
this ultimate Promised Land, into our laps and we will enjoy eternity there.  It
is a beautiful vision and should be accompanied by soft lights that grow
brighter and a full orchestra that crescendoes into joyous praise.  But that is
not the complete vision.

In the book of the Acts of the Apostles, Peter’s vision of a new order of
life is much grittier.  We realize that this Promised Land may not be what we
expect.  Isaiah hinted at its radical nature as he described wild and
domesticated animals cohabiting without killing one another but Peter’s vision
struck at the heart of the Jewish ritual system and cultural codes.  Not only
were the ancient dietary laws outdated; so were the traditions which kept non-

1D.F. Payne, “Jerusalem,” The New Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdman’s Publishing
Co., 1962), 615.
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Jews outside the family of faith.  In other words, no longer did Jews have a
corner on the market of God’s acceptance and grace.

The vision in the Book of Revelation is all bright and happy and
spectacular while Peter’s vision reminds us that getting to the last chapter can
be messy and complicated because so many of our assumptions and
traditions are challenged.  Yet the Gospel of Jesus Christ reminds us that it
is an important journey to get to the New Jerusalem.  It happens minute by
minute, hour by hour, day by day, week by week, year by year, generation by
generation, story by story.  It ends with us all standing before the throne of
God rejoicing in the victory of life.

Peter’s vision reminds us that we are not to sit around looking up toward
heaven, waiting for God to drop the New Jerusalem in our laps.  We are to
take the Gospel to heart, to recognize that it is for all people of the world and
for the transformation of the world now.  Peter saw a vision in which he
realized all people are God’s children and he went and shared the Gospel
with Cornelius and his family.  We are to see God’s vision for us and take it
to the world.  We are to be busy about creating the New Jerusalem here and
now.

Throughout his ministry Jesus consistently taught that the Kingdom of
God is already here among us.  Our task is to make its existence evident
wherever we are–at home, in the office, at our desk, beside the locker, in the
car, around the neighborhood, throughout the community.  We are to witness
God’s acceptance of us and offer of new life for us wherever we are and
whatever we do.  We are to live out the words of that beloved hymn we sang
a short while ago: “They’ll know we are Christians by our love.”

You have no doubt heard the story of the woman who was pulled over
by a policeman on her way to church.

A man was being tailgated by an obviously stressed out
woman on a busy street when the light suddenly turned yellow
just in front of him.  Although he could have speeded through the
intersection and beaten the red light, he did the right thing and
stopped.

The tailgating woman slammed on the brakes and hit the
horn, screaming in frustration as she missed her chance to get
through the intersection.
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As she was still in mid-rant, she heard a tap on her window
and looked up into the face of a very serious-looking police
officer.  The officer ordered her to exit the car with her hands up. 
He took her to the police station where she was searched,
fingerprinted, photographed, and placed in a holding cell.

After several hours an officer approached the cell and
opened the door.  She was escorted back to the booking desk
where the arresting officer was waiting with her personal effects. 

He said, “I'm very sorry for this mistake.  You see, I pulled
up behind your car while you were blowing your horn, making
rude gestures at the guy in front of you, and cussing a blue streak
at him.  I noticed the 'Choose Life' license plate, the 'What Would
Jesus Do?' bumper sticker, the 'Follow Me to Sunday-School'
bumper sticker, and the chrome-plated Christian fish emblem on
the trunk . . . . Naturally, I assumed you had stolen the car.”

We are human and equipped with all of the foibles and frailties that
come with being human, but we are also invited to that higher calling of
following in the steps of Christ who insisted that we live by love.  This morning
in Sunday School, Laura O’Neal quoted Bryson Vogeltanz who heads an
initiative to combat slavery and human trafficking in our world.  He spoke after
$3 million was raised, primarily by 60,000 Christians, most of whom were
students, who attended the Passion 2013 Conference held in the Georgia
Dome after Christmas.  He said, “We believe when you fill a dome full of
people who say they follow Jesus, there should be some tangible action.”2 
Laura added, “You could also say, ‘When you fill a church like Lakeside full
of people who say they follow Jesus, there should be some tangible action.’”
Indeed there should.  Indeed there is!  

The only way anyone will ever know we are Christians is by our love and
our love demands that we change the world around us.  It is not the end of the
story, but it certainly makes for an exciting plot.  Don’t look up all the time,
waiting for Jesus to come.  Look around, see what Jesus has already done,
and act like Jesus.  It will be the best part of the story for us all!  Thanks be
to God!

2Bryson Vogeltanz, as quoted in Baptists Today (February 2013): 10.
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April 28, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We know, O God, that in heaven constant praise is being offered to you
for you are holy indeed.  And while our praise may not be constant hour by
hour, it is no less sincere than that of the heavenly beings.  We praise you, O
God, for your holiness, for your creativity, for your steadfastness, and for your
generous grace.  Holiness unto you, O Lord.

We offer praise for your goodness to us.  We realize day by day that
everything we need is provided by your generous hand.  We are grateful that
we have nutritious food to eat, safe homes in which to live and rest,
meaningful work and interests, opportunities to learn and grow, families to
love, families who love us, and a beautiful world which reminds us daily of
your generative love.  Thank you, O God, for all of your bounty toward us.

We are also aware that not everyone yet has all that they need.  Many
people go hungry each day.  Far too many people are homeless.  Great
numbers of people are unemployed or underemployed.  Some people cannot
access educational opportunities for a number of reasons.  Some of us do not
love the families into which we were born.  Some of our families do not love
us as they should.  And for many people the world over, war and hatred and
poverty have blighted the world you created for us.

Still, we praise you, O God, for we know you want us to have what we
need.  We pray that every individual need will be satisfied.  We pray that our
wants will be supplied when they are beneficial to us.  We pray that our world
will become happier, healthier, and safer for us all.

Take care of us, O God, and, when necessary, use us to take care of
one another.  Enliven us with your transforming love so that everyone we
encounter will know that we are your children to the praise of your holy name. 
Amen.


