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Ps. 148; Rev. 21:1-6 

Imagine

The theme of World Expo 2010, formerly known as the World’s Fair to some of us, is “Better City, Better Life”.
 The event is being held in Shanghai, China. The expo opened yesterday and runs through the end of October. According to the website for the event, “Fifty-five percent of the world population is expected to live in cities by the year 2010. The prospect of future urban life concerns all nations, developed or less developed, and their people. Participants will exchange their experiences of urban development, disseminate advanced notions on cities and explore new approaches to human habitat, lifestyle and working conditions in the new century. They will learn how to create an eco-friendly society and maintain the sustainable development of human beings.”
 Participating countries construct pavilions to host, feed and educate visitors. Shanghai is hoping to attract 200 participating countries and over 70 million guests.

I imagine some of you have had the privilege of attending a World’s Fair or a World Expo. Treasure Island, the Eiffel Tower and Seattle’s Space Needle are permanent reminders of past World’s Fairs. The purpose of these expos has changed through the years. Originally, when the first World’s Fair was held in 1851 in Hyde Park in London the event was a showcase for industrialization, featuring technology and inventions. In the mid-1900s’ the focus of the expos shifted somewhat toward an even more future oriented feel, taking on a kind of  Utopian air with an emphasis on cultural ideas rather than goods. 

Today participating countries put their best foot forward with an attempt to send idealistic messages about who they are and where they are headed. The theme for the U.S. pavilion in Shanghai is ‘Rising to the Challenge’ and it is built around four themes: sustainability, teamwork, heath and the Chinese community in America.

Expo 2010 provides a great creative starting point for exploration of the passage that is our text for this morning. The book of Revelation, also known as the Apocalypse (from the Greek word meaning ‘disclosure’ or ‘revelation’)
 is the last book of our scripture. It is a book filled with descriptions of the author’s vivid visions of what he had seen the consummation of God’s plan of judgment and salvation to look like. Some of the visions are gruesome others beautiful. 

The book is believed to have been written at a time when Christians in Asia were suffering serious oppression. These visions exhorted and encouraged readers to stand firm in their convictions and their faith. It is a challenging book, different from much of the rest of our scripture. But the theme is a familiar one. Despite some of the more sensational and headline grabbing things that have been written about the book, or sometimes lifted out of it, the most life changing message in the book of Revelation is its radical message of hope. 

Barbara Rossing has written the Horizon Bible study for next year on Revelation. I am really looking forward to using it here. This Bible Study is published by the PCUSA and is one you have used here for years and one we used this last year for our Thursday afternoon studies. Rossing writes, in the introduction to this study for next year, “Revelation takes us on a journey into the heart of God’s own dream for our world. A journey of radical hope and transformation.”
 

Chapter 21, from which we read this morning comes at the conclusion of the book. This is a beautiful vision of what the final consummation of God’s plan will look like. A voice from the throne says, “The home of God is among mortals. God will dwell with them; they will be his people, and God himself will be with them. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more.” (Revelation 21:3,4) A very comforting and hopeful vision.

As our confession this morning reminds us, our entire sacred text, our whole faith story is ‘bookended’ in a sense, surrounded, contained within, images of the goodness of God and God’s creation. Yes, we live in the in between time when there is so much that if far from good but, as scripture proclaims in word and structure, God is the Alpha and the Omega, and in the midst of all of our Alphas and Omegas. 

It is interesting to note, on this first weekend of the “Better City, Better Life” expo that the image the visionary of Revelation saw when he saw the new heaven and the new earth was that of a holy city, a new Jerusalem. The first vision of the goodness of God was that of a garden. This final vision of God’s goodness is that of a city. A city. 

The consummation of God’s plan for creation is not a return to the garden of Eden, a restoration of what was. This new heaven and new earth take human kind into account. Cities are testimony to God’s gifts of creativity and talents to people. Think of the architects and engineers in our midst. When we build cities we create comfortable living spaces. We build roads and wires and satellites for communication. And then there are the educators. Cities are places where education flourishes and ideas are exchanged, young minds are nurtured. Cities are also places where art, that delights our eyes and our ears and inspires good, is often created and nurtured. A city is where there is, as one commentator put it, ‘a dense human interconnectedness’
 that can spark imagination, creativity and care in powerful ways.

Maybe, with this image of a city, God is saying, ‘you now are part of creation. You are a part of this plan. What you create can be good as well.’  As we look toward this new heaven and new earth, perhaps this vision is showing us that God partners with us in ushering the world toward the new heaven and new earth. 

It seems like such a counterintuitive choice though, on God’s part. Cities are so full of busyness, noise, chaos and crime. Cities are often assumed to be places where humanity is at its worst. But maybe that is just the point. God’s goodness, can and will come even where we are at our worst. God can do even that. God does do even that. We see this in Christ Jesus. This place and time where mourning and crying and pain are no more, will be right here, in the midst of our dense human interconnectedness. Right here where it can seem the most hopeless. Perhaps this in between time in which we live is not about simply waiting for Christ to come again. It is about using those good gifts we have from God to help make better cities and better lives right here. 

Last month KQED, ran a series entitled, “Saving the Bay”. It was a 4 hour telling of the story of the San Francisco Bay, from its formation about seven thousand years ago to today. The history was told from an ecological perspective. It was both beautiful and tragic. Early installments of the series talked of the abundance of species of animals and plants that thrived in the bay region. Grizzly bears, buffalo, fox, salmon, oak trees, native grasses. Almost like a garden of Eden. As the story progressed it talked of changes to the bay. How when non native people moved into the area the bay changed forever. The shape of the bay was literally altered as land was added to create cities. Pollutants flowed down into the bay from mining in the Sierras. Dams were built to supply water to the growing population. But the series was also a story of hope. It told of the work of scientists and activists and others committed to the life of the bay who are working to find ways for all of the life in the bay, human and otherwise, to live and thrive in the unique ecosystem. One of these themes often repeated in the series is, ‘eco-systems never moves backwards’. The bay will never be the same, but it can still be good.

Our faith reminds us that God created and is creating good. We are a part of that creating even and maybe especially in our dense human connectedness. 

“Better City, Better Life”. It is a good world expo theme. Perhaps it is a good theme for a life of faith as well. 
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