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Sermon – November  1, 2009.  Shepherd of the Valley Lutheran Church, La Mesa, CA.   All Saints Sunday.  “Jesus Is Here.  There is Hope.”  John 11:32-44 and  Revelation 21:1-6.   Pastor Gene Holtz.  

The readings for All Saints Sunday tell us, If Jesus is here, there is hope.  In the Gospel reading we see what happens when Jesus arrives.  He raises Lazarus from the dead.  Mourning is turned into celebration.  Revelation 21 describe the  coming new creation.  God has a plan, and if God has a plan, it’s going to happen.  It’s going to come out right.    

In the Gospel reading, Mary tells Jesus, “If you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  She had that much confidence in what Jesus could have done.  But Jesus’ first conversation that day in Bethany was with Martha.  And Martha said, “Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died.”  The same thing Mary said later.  But Martha added, “But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.”  That’s hope.  
There are a lot of days when we figure, “I’m quite sure Jesus could have done something about this yesterday or last year, but today it’s too late.  I’m not getting my job back.  The doctor says that my situation is chronic – it’s just not going to improve.”  The person you love already died.  If only Jesus had been here. 

We read about Iran and Iraq, about Afghanistan and Pakistan, and we’re not sure we’ve made the world safer than it was before 9/11.  And that’s been eight years now.  If only God had prevented that tragedy of 9/11.  And now we wonder if anything can be done.  We wonder if we need more troops or if we should just get out before it gets worse.  Is there hope of making it any better?
But from Martha we learn to say to Jesus, “But even now.  Even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.”  We have hope.  When your personal world is unsettled and teetering on the brink or you sense the global situation is unsettled and on the brink, Revelation reminds us that God has a plan.  It’s never out of his hands.  We never slip out of his hands.  

Jesus calls to us as he called to Lazarus, “Come out.  Come out from wherever you have been entombed.  Come out from your cave of grief and disappointment, the cave of pain and hurt.  I’m going to bring you back into the light of day.  I’m going to create a new place for you to be, a new heaven and a new earth.”
In the Bible in 2 Corinthians 5, it says, “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!”  Already today there is hope because Jesus came on the scene.  Already today Jesus makes things new.

Today, on All Saints Sunday, we remember that all of us are saints.  Each and every one of us.  Each and every one of us is made holy and pure before God through the blood of Jesus.  And we are in that grand company with God’s holy people in Mozambique and Iraq and China and Papua New Guinea, people in Denmark and France, Germany and Brazil and Mexico – all, wherever they live, who know the name of Jesus.  And we are in the grand company with parents, grandparents, Martin Luther, Martin Luther King, Jr.,  Augustine, Ambrose, Aquinas, and Peter and Paul – all the saints of old.  We are one with them because we share the same hope.  And together we will share in that new creation.  

I have vivid memories of the fires in San Diego County two years
ago.  Grace and I live in Rancho Bernardo, and we needed to evacuate our home.  The fire didn’t reach our place, but homes two miles away were burned to the ground.  And I remember very clearly a TV crew interviewed a man who had left the fire area, and with him he had his wife and two children and just a few things they grabbed quickly on the way out as the flames prepared to engulf their home.   He said, “We have lost all our belongings – our clothes, our furniture, our precious keepsakes. But we haven’t lost hope.”  

I read recently a quote from Vaclav Havel on hope: “Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism.  Hope is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.”  
 
And that makes sense to me.  But Christian hope takes us even a step further.  The hope God gives you assures you that regardless of how things turn out for you, you are in God’s hands.  Whatever you are struggling with or whatever the firestorm is that causes you to evacuate your home or evacuate your dream or to leave your place of comfort – however that turns out, God has a greater hope for you, and he has the power to make it happen.  

God won’t just comfort us and see that the house gets rebuilt and make sure we get fed; he will make everything new.  A new heaven and a new earth.  Even a new you.  Already now that happens in Christ Jesus.  


Our Gospel reading and our reading from Revelation 21, make clear to us that our hope is built around Jesus.  Jesus went through the fire of being without hope a place to be safe.   He endured homelessness and aloneness and the devastation of death.  He lost every possession, every connection to friends and family.  Finally they placed him in a tomb and left him there as they had done to Lazarus not too many days before. And then on Sunday, the Father said to him as Jesus had said to Lazarus, “My Son, come out.”  And Jesus came out.  Except that with Jesus, it was a new body,  resurrected body.  Although Lazarus was raised, he was raised with still a mortal body.  

And that risen Jesus is the one who gives you hope and power – hope and power that join you to all the saints in every time and every place.  The ones separated from you are still fully joined to you through Jesus and his promise of resurrection.  You never lost them because they are not lost to God.   

I recently read an article on immortality.  The author recalls a play written in 1922 by Karel Capek.  The play was titled, “The Makropulos Secret.”  In the play, one of the characters reaches the age of 337 years.  She comments, “No one can love for 300 years – it cannot last.  And then everything tires one.  It tires one to be good, it tires one to be bad.  The whole earth tires one.”  The article also quotes theologian Carol Zaleski, “To be given everlasting longevity without being remade for eternal life is to live under a curse.”  


God removes the curse through Jesus.  Whether we live to age 18 or 88 or 128, we have hope.  Not the hope that we just might make it one more day.  Not the hope that we will dig our way out of the hole we are in and that somehow we will still get on with life.  Rather the hope that however it turns out, it will make sense.  However it turns out, we will be in the loving arms of God.  


We have a friend Marilyn who lives in Minneapolis.  Three years ago she traveled to Namibia.  It was not a tourist trip where you stay in plush hotels and go on adventuresome wild animal hunts.  They stayed with local people.  They attended their churches.  They listened to their hurts.  They saw what hunger was doing.  They learned how AIDS was decimating the population, most of a whole generation.  

But, she said, the people were hopeful.  The Christians she met really listen to and believe the Gospel.  They read the Bible and study it.  It is their rock.  They worship .  They love the Lord with all their heart, and they sincerely love and stand by one another, she said.  In the midst of what looked to her to be a tragedy, she found inspiration and hope. 


Last week, when I read again Revelation 21, I thought of the news report two weeks ago about this painting an art collector bought for $19,000.  It’s a very nice drawing, and was thought to be the work of a 19th-century German artist.  But they discovered a fingerprint on the canvass, and they claim it is the fingerprint of Leonardo DaVinci.  It matches what they have found on other paintings of his.  Now, art collectors tell us it is worth $150 million or more.  Its value depends on who its creator was. 

We have not yet seen God’s new creation – the new heaven and new earth.  But we know it will have God’s fingerprints all over it.  It’s the kind of work only he could create – a world without mourning or crying or pain.  A world without tears or war.  A world where no one will be alone or forsaken, because Jesus himself will be there.  


And that Jesus is with us here today.  “Even now,” as Martha said. Already now.  You can see him in the people around you - God’s creative touch is there.  You can see him in the faith and the hope he gives you - all part of his artistic design, his distinctive brushstrokes.  Amen.  

