May 9, 2010                Mother’s Day                   Revelation 21: 1-10; 22
Prayer: Dear Lord, On this day set aside to celebrate mothers, we pray for all those relationships between mothers and sons, mothers and daughters, represented in this sanctuary today. We pray for reconciliation where there is brokenness, wholeness where there is shattering, healing where there is resentment. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

So many mothers
      One of my favorite books is The Secret Life of Bees by Sue Monk Kidd. Sue lives in Charleston, and she set this book in South Carolina in 1964.

It’s the story of a young white girl named Lily who accidentally shot and killed her mother when she was 4 years old. Her grief-stricken and sometimes cruel father didn’t want much to do with her after that, so Lily was left to pretty much raise herself.


When her black housekeeper, Rosaleen, got into trouble trying to vote, Lily broke her out of the hospital and the two of them ran away in search of clues about Lily’s deceased mother. They were taken in by three educated black sisters named May, June and August, who were beekeepers.  

The book is basically a coming-of-age story as Lily works through the loss of her mother and is ultimately saved by the sisters’ love.

August understands how much Lily is suffering and tells her:  “You have to find a mother inside yourself. We all do. Even if we already have a mother, we still have to find this part of ourselves inside.”  

The book ends with an incredible scene in which Lily’s father, T. Ray, discovers where she’s living and tries to take her back. The sisters and their girlfriends all come running, and fight him off, then convince him to let Lily stay with them.


As he storms off in his pickup truck, Lily stands watching in the driveway. This motherless girl then turns around and sees all these women standing on the porch, all these women protecting her.


And here’s how the book ends:


This is the autumn of wonders, yet every day, every single day, I go back to that burned afternoon in August when T. Ray left. I go back to that one moment when I stood in the driveway with small rocks and clumps of dirt around my feet and looked back at the porch. And there they were. All these mothers. I have more mothers than any eight girls off the street. They are the moons shining over me.                                                       

Is there anything more critical to a stable and happy life than a good mother? I’m not sure there is. When you are lucky enough to have a mother who loves you fiercely and protectively, you get a glimpse of the love God has for us.


There’s a reason so many parenting images are in the Bible. There’s a reason Jesus is called God’s son, even though our understanding of the incarnation is that Jesus was actually God himself. 


There’s a reason the prophet Isaiah likened God to a mother. He wrote: “As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you….” (Isaiah 66:13)


There’s a reason that Proverbs begin with this admonition: “Hear, my child, your father’s instruction, and do not reject your mother’s teaching….” (Proverbs 1:8)


There’s a reason Jesus said, “Jerusalem, Jerusalem … how often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings….” (Matthew 23: 37)

         Human parenthood is the closest thing we can imagine to God’s love for us.


One of the saddest things I have seen here at Triune was a man named Jorge. Jorge was deep into addiction and lived on the streets. 


One summer evening he came into church and sat crying during the service. Finally, he got up and ran out. I was sitting in front of him and didn’t see all this going on, but Jerry Hill stopped the service to see what was wrong.


When I realized what was happening, I joined them in the narthex. I told Jerry I would stay with Jorge while he finished the service.


As we stood out there, Jorge told me his mother was coming to town to visit. He had been trying to save up enough money to rent an apartment so she could stay with him.


But he kept drinking the money up and drinking the money up, and he still didn’t have an apartment. He was ashamed that she was going to find out how he was living.


 Well, we stayed out in the narthex for the rest of the service, and I listened as Jorge talked and talked. I told him, of course, that we could get him into an alcohol treatment program the moment he was ready. But all he could talk about was his mother finding out he had no apartment. Finally, he said goodbye and went out into the night.


We never saw Jorge again. He was hit by a car and killed a few nights later. I always wondered if that was his solution, if he consciously chose that way out rather than face disappointing his mother. 


Our Scripture passage today deals with Christ’s second coming. And in this passage we see those same parenthood images emerging once more.

            We are going to look at the apocalyptic vision of a man named John, who was exiled on the island of Patmos and recorded a vision he received.  In his depiction of a new heaven and a new earth, John pulled from the prophet Ezekiel’s vision of a new Jerusalem. Please turn with me in your Bibles to Revelation 21: 1-10, 22.


Look at the parenting imagery. God will wipe every tear from the eyes of mortals. That is the act of a parent.


And in verse 7, God says, “I will be their God and they will be my children.” 


But the image I find most fascinating is found in verse 22: “I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb.”


Apocalyptic literature is ancient writing that contains fantastic imagery, symbols, numbers. It’s difficult for us to understand, all these thousands of years later. But the prophet Ezekiel’s vision of the holy city Jerusalem was built around the temple. In fact, the real city of Jerusalem was built around the temple.


Without the great religious temple of the Jews, Jerusalem wouldn’t have been Jerusalem.


But look at what John says about the end of time: There will be no more temple. God himself will be the temple.


That is an amazing statement. We’ve spoken before about Jesus negating our need for a high priest. We no longer need a human high priest because we can address God directly through Jesus Christ. Jesus, in essence, became our high priest.


But now we read that we won’t even need a temple at all. In the end time, God’s presence will be with us, in us, so completely that the holiest city of them all won’t have a temple. The holiest city of them all won’t need a church. 

What was it August told Lily? “You have to find a mother inside yourself.”


We will find God inside ourselves, outside ourselves, surrounding us. “See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them….”

 We don’t much about the end of time because, in the verses we skipped over, John talks about things entirely outside our experience:  a city that’s a huge cube, walls built of jasper, a city of pure gold, clear as glass. He talks about foundations of the city’s walls built of jewels, and streets of pure gold, transparent as glass.

In our experience, cities aren’t cubes and pure gold isn’t transparent. We know this is apocalyptic imagery and it’s hard for us to imagine how that will translate. 

But the most exciting truth is that our city will be home to the living God who has appeared on almost every page of our Scripture. We won’t go to any special place to worship him because he will be right there, in and around and among us.

The Old Testament book of Ezekiel ends with this exact same image: “The name of the city from that time on will be: The Lord is there.” (Ezekiel 48: 35)

There’s an old saying: “Home is the place where when you have to go, they have to take you in.”

That’s the idea behind this prophecy of Ezekiel, this revelation of John. God is the mother, the father, waiting to take us in when we go home.      
I have talked to many people at the Mercy Center about their families. Many have some pretty awful things to say about the families they came from, the families who got fed up with their addictions, the families who threw them out. 
But only one person has said her mother didn’t care about her. Most say their mothers are the ones who hung in there the longest, the ones they are most ashamed of hurting. Most say their mothers are back home, still holding families together, still hurting for the lost son or daughter on the street.


That’s the picture we have of the end time. It will be a time of reconciliation and rest and joy, a time to fall into the love of the best kind of parent.

It will be a full-blown future of what Lily only tasted on that burned afternoon in August, when she looked back at the porch.

So many mothers.

Like moons shining over us.



Amen. 
 

