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Welcome to this first Sunday of a series of sermons inspired by the
beautiful windows in our church. For centuries stained glass windows have been
the means of communicating the message of God's love. During the mid
centuries when few people could read and even fewer could write one of the
ways that the church communicated the story and message of Christ was
through stained glass windows. The beautiful windows that take on life when
sunlight passes through them spoke about God's love to those gathered to
worship. At the same time when the sun set and darkness filled the land the light
from within the church would send the message out to the world. The windows
worked both ways and symbolized that the light first shines into our lives and

then shines out from our lives to the world.

The first window we will focus on is called the “Revelation Window”.
The window was given by Phyllis and Lester Norman. The artists were Maurice
Loriaux and Louie Ewing of the Santa Fe Studios of Church Art. The window
was dedicated on July 24, 1966.

The window was inspired by the 21 and 22 chapters of Revelation that
contain a description of the twelve gates of heaven. The window symbolizes
John@ vision of the second gate, a solid jasper wall on a foundation stone of
sapphire. This gate bears the name of Saint Peter and although massive it is

always open. An angel clothed in white stands at the gate by the River of Life



which runs down the center of the street. A tree of life is on either bank bearing
twelve fruits one for each month of the year. The leaves of the tree are used to
heal the nations. As the writer expressed, “however dark and dismal the
world may seem to be, God will indeed ‘make all things new’.”’
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Today's focus window is based on a text in Revelation. It is the final vision
when a new heaven and a new earth appears----when all things become new---
when death and tears disappear.

Revelation is a scroll that almost did not make it into the official canon and
has been questioned throughout the centuries. The great reformer of the 16th
century, Martin Luther, almost did not include Revelation in his translation of the
bible into German. Luther felt that its image of a warrior Jesus was so different
from the image of a Jesus of love that is found in the gospels that he wondered
about its authenticity.

It is unfortunate that this great book is often used to fan end of the world
hysteria as if the purpose of the letter is only revealed in the 20th or 21st century.
If one listens to the argument of some then we must ask why would a letter that
had no relevance for the Christian community of the first centuries be popular in
the first centuries or eventually be included in the Canon. The answer is that the
letter was written for the church living at the end of the first century or near the
beginning of the second century. It was written in a style that they would

understand. The letter was not about some future Soviet Union or some future
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European Union or some future Middle Eastern powerhouse---it was written
about the empires that threatened and persecuted the Christians of that time.
The letter was written about the great Babylon--Rome.

The purpose of the letter was to give hope to a beleaguered and
oppressed Christian community. It was written to say that no matter how bad
things get, how hopeless they seem, God is still working in the world to bring
about the kingdom. The letter ends with confidence and hope. There will be a
new heaven and a new earth. God---love---hope will prevail.

For us the letter conveys the same hope. No matter how bad things seem
to be we are reminded that God is an active participant in life. God has a vision,
a direction and is moving life toward that vision. The letter proclaims with great
confidence that God will prevail. So even in the midst of our great problems and
challenges, with darkness clouding some future scenarios, we can live in faith
and in hope.
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In the window we focus on today the gate of heaven is open. So much
debate swirls around who will get in and who will not get into heaven. Church is
divided against church and religion against religion. Each group often assumes
they will be the only ones allowed in and that all others will be condemned to
eternal punishment.

There is a story of a woman who died and went to heaven. She had lived
a hard life with both she and her husband having a tough time making ends meet.

She had lived in a small and dingy house until her death. Arriving at the gates



she saw many of her relatives on the other side of the gate, sitting at a great
banquet, cheering as they saw her. She asked Saint Peter what was required for
her to enter into heaven. Saint Peter said only one thing was required--she had
to correctly spell one word. Somewhat taken aback she asked what word?

Peter said she was to spell the word "love". Relieved she quickly said L-O-V-E.
Saint Peter said she was right and allowed her into heaven.

Several years later she was asked to watch the gate while Peter was off
doing something else. One day she was surprised to see her husband
approaching the gate. He recognized her and said hello and then proceeded to
fill her in on what happened after her death. He said that he was grieved when
she died but that the nurse who had tended her was such a support to him that
they ended up getting married. Shortly after they won the lottery and sold the old
dingy house and bought a mansion. They spent the last years traveling, enjoying
life and enjoying each other. After this the husband asked her what was required
to enter into heaven. His former wife told him that all he had to do was correctly
spell one word. He asked her what the word was. She replied "Czechoslovakia!

Perhaps we should refrain from trying to decide who gets in and who does
not and instead leave all that to God. The purpose of Christ was to convey that
systems of sacrifice, systems of law, and systems of belief would not be the
basis for healing. We are saved by grace and the gate is open rather than
closed. We can trust that God will be gracious.
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The letter of Revelation is a letter that affirms that God® vision of love and
peace will ultimate win out over the hate and war that often characterizes life. In
the window the River of Life is surrounded by trees whose leaves will heal the
nations. This vision in a window reflects the vision of John.

Please note that in the conclusion of the vision it does not talk about the
end of the world. There is to be a NEW Heaven and a NEW EARTH! Revelation
does not say that the earth will be destroyed and only heaven will exist but that
ultimate the love of God will remake the universe. This is a vision that gives us
hope in the confusion and frustration of life.

Looking around | can understand why some persons believe that the world
is headed for its final chapters. Every day we are bombarded with news and
images of war, immorality, hate, racism, destruction, and so forth. We are very
aware of the dangers that exist in this present time---dangers of biological,
chemical, or nuclear attacks, dangers that might be associated with global
warming, dangers of over population and declining resources, and dangers of a
turn in many religions toward the radical seeing holy crusades and mass
genocide as being Ghe will of GodO

On a more individual note there are pressures and difficulties facing
people that have never been present before. These include such things as the
ease with which truth or untruth can be communicated, the availability of drugs
and chemicals, and of course the continued presence of greed, immorality, lying,
and so forth that can cause tremendous damage. | understand why some feel it

is the last chapter of life.



Yet, at the same time there are stories of hope---stories that affirm God®
working in the world. One story comes from Kristie Vosper through her volunteer
work with the Presbyterian Church in the wake of Katrina.> She writes,

“I spent the week with Presbyterian Disaster Assistance gutting homes and
listening to a beautiful people who have lost so much. Out of all the
experiences | had, my favorite and most grateful moment came through my
time interacting with Mr. Ronnie Fountain. Mr. Fountain walks carefully,
but has so much life in his eyes. He’s about 5°5” and told me that he is 78
years old. His home was completely flooded and he lost everything but
what he put in the trunk of his small green Hyundai.

Mr. Fountain worked 40 years for the VA in accounting. After he
retired he worked as an English and Second Language teacher. He said he
loved doing ESL and it seems that he is most proud of his relationships
with former students...

When | walked into his back yard | saw a beautiful grove of fruit
trees....He had a grapefruit tree, a pecan tree, and so many more....My new
friend Jennifer, one of my team mates, and | were taking a water break from
ripping moldy drywall out of the house across the street when Mr. Fountain
and | met. He came over and asked, “l was wondering if someone might be
able to help me out with my tangerine tree.” | had about Mr. Fountain and
of the fondness many had for him. His simple kindness was a relief in the

midst of chaos. We gladly offered to come over and to help and followed
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him into his back yard. We walked past his FEMA trailer parked in the
driveway, now his home.

He told us of his favorite tangerine tree and how it had split in half.
Mr. Fountain had a plan: he wanted each of us to get on one side and push
the tangerine laden branches to the center. Then he would wrap a hose
around it and see that it would hold the trunk together. We pushed and the
shape of the tree was restored. As I looked at the tree I realized that there
was still life in the branches, the leaves were green, and the tangerines
bright orange.

I got to thinking about it on my way home...maybe this land is the
same. It appears broken beyond repair but when we gather together,
healing can take place. It doesn’t look hopeful as so much is destroyed
and people stand dumbfounded looking at the plot of land their homes
once stood on. It know that is what Jesus does with our lives. He takes a
seemingly impossible mess and by his death brings us to life with Him. It
is good to know God is still God even when parts of the world feel like

they’re falling apart.”

AMEN. LOOK AT THE WINDOW AND SEE THAT ALL THINGS WILL BE

HEALED AND THE GATE OF HEAVEN IS OPEN WIDE. AMEN.



