Sermon

I’d quite like to speak for a few hours this morning – it seems there is quite a lot to say.  I’ve got a few thoughts here to share on our readings from the books of Revelation and Acts.  And I think I’m also supposed to share a bit of my experiences from the last year as well.  For those of you who don’t know me, I was paid to come to church here in 2002 and 2003, and I’ve spent the last year studying theology in Vancouver.  There are many things I could share about Vancouver, suffice to say for now that it has been a wonderful experience.  It is a beautiful place to be living.  My studies have gone really well, and I’m learning more than my brain can accommodate.  I’ve managed to successfully avoid offers of marriage for another year.  And I’ve made it back home in one piece.  However, some of the most significant aspects of this last year stem out of my experiences in the DTES.  Although Vancouver is consistently rated as one of the top three cities of the world to live in, it also contains the “poorest postal code in Canada,” a desolate inner city environment of about eight by eight blocks, housing over 10 000 residents, with plenty more on the streets.  I’ve put together a small information sheet for you with some more details about this part of town, but suffice to say that it is the most extreme case of urban poverty that I have ever witnessed.  Preparing for to share with you this morning, it was these experiences that continued to come to mind, and which I shall share a little more on soon.  I apologise for my brevity on the rest, but do come and hunt me down later and I’d be delighted to tell you more about accidentally visiting a nudist beach with my elderly friend Doris and other such anecdotes.

The passage from Revelation that we heard read earlier contains the closing paragraphs from the last book of the bible.  So we begin today at the end, and in a sense work backwards as we try and understand it in the context of the book as a whole.  In recent weeks we have considered the image of the “city of God,” which is again alluded to here, the goal or endpoint of God’s creation.

With this imagery in mind, I’d like to consider Revelation 22:13 this morning, which seems a rather incongruous in our post-modern “this is your truth tell me yours context.”  Christ says: “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.”

After a rather painful year of studying biblical Greek, I now flinch at the sight of any Greek character, and no doubt you know that Alpha and Omega are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet.  In this context, Christ describes himself as the first, the origin, the beginning of all things, and also the last, the endpoint, the goal of all things.  It is a statement that refers to Christ’s completeness – he is the origin and destiny of all creation.  It describes his eternal character – from the beginning to end of time, Christ has been present.  And it describes his universal authority – there is no one greater.

This is a profound statement, full of meaning in this biblical context, and yet I somehow struggle to make a connection between this and the reality we live in.  Only last week, Leanne shared the picture of the City of God in Revelation, another profound image of splendour and wonder.  To conclude we listened to a song on this theme, and I must confess I got distracted, first by an “Orphans of Nepal” brochure in the pew, and then a CWS flyer outlining a situation of desperate need in Sudan.  This biblical city of abundant splendour seemed incomprehensible as I considered either the neglected children of the PAM nestling home in Kathmandu, or victims of conflict in Sudan.  Even in our own cities, the gates of the city of God can seem well out of sight.  Peter is a close friend of mine in Vancouver: a fellow theology student, envied by many for his phenomenal musical ability and likeable character.  He recently shared his battle with depression with me, explaining that even on his best days, his dream is that he could simply “not exist.”  I wish I was surprised to hear that, and yet unfortunately it is becoming an almost clichéd sentiment in my generation.  My favourite band Radiohead are hailed as being the most significant band of our time, and again their lyrics again express a desire to simply “not exist”: “I’m not here; this isn’t happening…”  

Whether we live in poverty or wealth, Kathmandu or Wellington, it seems that there is much in our world that doesn’t not match the ideal of either the garden of Eden – the Alpha – the beginning of the story, or the city of God – the Omega – the end of the story.  So I guess my question in preparing this message has been this: I understand that Christ is indeed the Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the End, the A and the Z… but what happens if you’re stuck at letter K?  

In examining Revelation 22, we’ve started this morning by sneaking a peek at the last page of the book – which I should make clear that I NEVER do – but there are plenty of reminders here of the rest of the story.  We are told that we will have “the right to the tree of life,” which reminds us of the tree in the midst of the garden of Eden in Genesis 2, right at the beginning of the biblical story.  David is one of the leading characters in the story of the Jewish story, and Jesus identifies himself as being the “root” or origin of this Davidic line.  And yet he is also the “descendant” or fulfilment of this line, the long anticipated “shoot that will come out from the stump of Jesse,” the messiah prophesied by Isaiah.  He is also the “bright morning star,” a term reserved for the highest heroes in Jewish writings.  So it is made quite clear here that Christ isn’t just a character who showed up for thirty three years around about 0AD and then makes a brief cameo in the end times.  Nor is he merely present at the beginning and then the end.  Rather, God is present and moving through all of creation, fulfilling his purposes in all of the story.

Here we sit at the end of this book, and yet we ourselves have not yet reached the end of the story.  We are living in the time in between the creation and the consummation, the garden and the city, and as we consider the reality of the world that seems stuck, if you like, at letter K?

We are living in a tension between the “now” and the “not yet.”  As Christ so enigmatically teaches, the kingdom of God is both “here” and “coming.”  We experience something of this kingdom now, and yet not fully.  We are called to bring about the kingdom of God in the world around us, and yet we will not experience it in its fullness until Christ’s return.  As we read so frequently in John’s gospel, “a time is coming, and has now come.” 

Our reading from Acts provides a helpful illustration of the way we are called to live in our time in between Alpha and Omega.  Christ has been and gone, and along with others, Paul and Silas are grappling with the question of how to share his message of the kingdom of God within the midst of a material and pleasure driven oppressive society.  On Paul’s second missionary journey, they arrive in Macedonia, and here we find them in Philippi, enroute to the capital Thessalonica.  There experiences there are such that Paul later writes to the Thessalonians that they had “suffered and were shamefully mistreated at Philippi,” certainly less than ideal circumstances.

Their first encounter in this passage is with a slave girl, in many ways the lowest of the low in her society: a gentile, a woman, and a slave.  She had a “spirit of divination” – literally “python spirit” here, referring to the particular nature of her cultic ability.  The significant aspect here is that she was in “double bondage,” both to a spirit, and to her profiteering owners, who benefited from her activity.  She wasn’t merely a domestic slave, as was common at the time, but someone deeply exploited for another’s financial gain.

Interestingly enough, it was “many days” before Paul and Silas responded to this.  Whether they didn’t respond initially because of other responsibilities, or busyness, or ignorance of her problem is unclear, but when they did respond Paul was greatly “troubled” or “annoyed”.  The sense here is not one of irritation towards the girl, but of being deeply disturbed or indignant towards her condition of bondage.

Through the name of Jesus Christ, she was liberated from this captivity.  And not just from the bondage of her spirit, but also from the bondage of her oppressive owners.  We loose the sense of this in translation, but in the original text the exact same word is used to describe the absence of this spirit as the absence of the owners hope of making money, thus as Paul “exorcised” her Spirit, he also “exorcised” their income.

When I read this passage, the environment of Vancouver’s DTES immediately comes to mind.  It is an area of extreme urban poverty, and yet every day significant amounts of money changes hands via corrupt landlords, druglords, and street pimps.  At least thirty apartment buildings in the DTES have criminal owners who make quite literally a killing from the prostitution and drug trafficking that take place within their buildings.  The managers at the front desk are given extra money to encourage profitable activity in the building, and normally thousands of dollars are made for the owner, who probably doesn’t live in the city.  This in turn finances other criminal activity – in one recent example, it was discovered that the Air India bombing was financed by the profits from one apartment building in the DTES.

It’s impossible to really begin to address the issues that those trapped in this environment face.  Certainly, there are thousands of people trapped in cycles of prostitution and drug activity in the DTES that appear to have very limited options.  They have owners who rely on them for their income, and ensure that they will remain in this cycle of oppression.  To merely drop a “Come to our Alpha Course” flyer in their letter box may not quite cut it.  As we consider Paul and Silas’s response, they not only liberated her from her spiritual bondage, but also from the bondage of her oppressive owners.  In this case, it was simply by being deeply disturbed by her situation and responding with the name of Jesus.  In other cases, it may well require standing beside people in this situation for much longer to help provide freedom from the bondage in their life.  While this slave girl probably continued to live in a city that fell well short of this “city of God,” Paul and Silas were able to provide her with something of the freedom that we will one day enjoy in abundance.

As a reward for their humanitarian efforts here, Paul and Silas were dragged into the centre of town, brought before the legal authorities, attacked the crowd, stripped naked, beaten with rods, severely flogged, and thrown into a maximum security cell.  There seems something wrong here: how is it that in their attempts to share the kingdom of God, they end up in prison?  If we consider the account here, it is clear that the political system operated in the interests of the oppressor.  Their punishment was on a trumped up charge centred on their cultural identity: “These men are disturbing our city; they are Jews and are advocating customs that are not lawful for us as Romans to adopt or observe.”  Praying for one slave girl became  “disturbing our city.”  A grievance motivated by the economic loss of her oppressive owners instead focused on the Jewish identity of Paul and Silas, and here their Roman citizenship is ignored.  The issue of Jewish custom in Roman society was a useful legal loophole, where it was permitted as long as it wasn’t considered offensive, at which point it was officially prohibited.  In this case, the persuasive accusations of the oppressors allowed the authorities to incarcerate Paul and Silas for their good deeds.

How is it that the DTES exists in the midst of one the world’s most beautiful cities?  The reasons here are complex.  Certainly as I have begun to make friends in this part of town, I’ve heard too many tragic stories of personal lives gone wrong.  Childhood trauma, abusive relationships, failed suicide attempts, mental or physical illness are all common.  And yet you pretty quickly realise here that these people are not here simply because of their own failures, but because of societal failures as well.  Economic and political decisions made in Vancouver over the last forty years have helped to create this urban desolation.  These decisions continue to have an impact on the daily life of people in this city.  To rent a 10x10 foot room in the DTES costs approximately $350/month.  The standard unemployment benefit in this part of the city is $510/month.  The employment rate in this community is 7%, and so after paying their rent, the majority of residents end up with about $4.80 a day to cover the rest of their expenses, including food.  Funnily enough, a full time worker on the minimum wage would end up with even less money, which may explain the low employment rate.  Not surprisingly, criminal income is rather appealing, and residents seem to have rather optimistic views about the possibility of imprisonment.  After all, prison provides a safer, cleaner, healthier, and more affordable living environment.  The police have realised this, and now have an unofficial “corral and contain” policy.  They can’t afford to punish everyone they arrest, and so as long as the criminal activity is kept at a local level, they will tolerate it.  

It’s a confusing picture, but it’s clear that oftentimes authorities can be subject to failure as well as individuals, with problematic results.  We need to be alert to the broader causes of poverty and oppression in the world around us, and be prepared to be agents of change here as well as in the lives of individuals.  I’m not too sure of the governing policies of the city of God, but maybe we can see glimpses of these in our own cities as well.

And so Paul and Silas find themselves in jail.  In spite of their affliction they still retain a sense of God’s presence with them, praying and singing hymns at midnight.  After an earthquake their chains are unfastened, and yet they forgo the opportunity to escape in order to respond to the need of their jailer.  It seems that the jailer also operates under an oppressive system, for though the earthquake that opened the prison doors was beyond his control, he would rather kill himself than receive the punishment that would await him had the prisoners escaped.  Paul’s actions here provide a significant juxtaposition with those of the legal system that imprisoned him.  Paul and Silas are categorized as religious troublemakers and imprisoned.  Paul, however, doesn’t see this man as simply a jailer who must be avoided, but as a needy person.  Risking the safety of himself and his fellow prisoners, he prevents the jailer from taking his life.  By crossing these defining boundaries, Paul provides an opportunity for the jailer, and indeed his entire household, to be saved by the name of Jesus Christ.  As a result, his household rejoices, and perhaps we can see a glimpse of the city of God, with believers gathered together around a meal, energised by the freedom that faith in Christ brings.

One of my biggest learning experiences in the last year has come through spending time simply hanging out at a small, unremarkable drop in centre in the DTES called Jacob’s Well.  It’s an empty retail space with some couches and a kitchen and a few offices.  They have a ministry to the residents of the DTES, but it’s hard to describe in any sort of quantifiable terms.  They’re not a soup kitchen or a rehab centre or a night shelter.  They probably don’t interact with more than 100 people in a week.  And yet this is one of the most remarkable ministries I have ever been a part of.  Their focus is purely on developing meaningful friendships with the people of the DTES.  The number of “clients serviced” is rather unimpressive, but the way lives are transformed blows me away.  It’s a risky business, living or working in this part of town, and yet somehow when we pray or sing hymns together in this part of town, God seems to move.  When relationships are developed that ignore the categories of worker and client, or of theology student and prostitute, lives seem to be transformed – on both sides of the equation.  And when on Tuesday nights the seats around the dinner table are filled up, the lines of distinction between us become somehow blurred, and again, I like to think we get some sort of glimpse of the city of God over our burritos and waldorf salad.

Life between Alpha and Omega sometimes looks pretty bleak.  We often struggle to see signs of either the Garden of Eden or the City of God in our circumstances – whether in Kathmandu or the DTES or here in Eastbourne.  It can seem so overwhelming and oftentimes depressing.  But in Christ’s invitation we are reminded of the hope we find at the end of the story.

“The Spirit and the bride say, “Come!” And let him who hears say, “Come!” Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life.”

We are invited by Christ to “come,” for this city of God is God’s gift of grace to us.  We are able to experience this – both in part now, and in its fullness at Christ’s return.  We have this hope.  And we who hear this invitation are in turn to say “come.”  We, like Paul and Silas, are to welcome those around us to experience the city of God, both in part now, and later in its fullness.  And for those of us who are thirsty, we are also to come and drink of this living water.  Some may not have drunk for a long time – if at all – but we are to let the thirsty come.  Not simply to “permit their access” to this living water, but perhaps also to help them to overcome barriers or bondage, and to come and drink of the freedom in Christ.

The writer concludes this grand story with these words of hope, and here we also conclude:

The one who testifies to these things says, “Surely I am coming soon.” 

Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! 

The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all of God’s people. Amen.

