TENDING NEW CREATION

Sermon for the Fifth Sunday of Easter, May 2, 2010

Readings: Acts 11:1-18; Psalm 148; Revelation 21:1-6; John 13:31-35

Sermon text: And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all things new!”  Rev. 21:4

Take a look at your Bible. Here is mine, given to me when I was ordained as a deacon. It has an inscription from the bishop who ordained me. “Feed my sheep,” a quote from Jesus’ instructions to Peter (John 21:17). Bishop Grein was a great teacher. I remember a homily he once preached on the four great Sundays of the Bible.

The first Sunday was the first day of creation. For after all if the Sabbath day, Saturday, was the seventh day of creation, the day of rest after all that work of Genesis chapter one, then the first day was a Sunday: “Let there be light.” And there was light. And it was good, on the first day.

The second Sunday was Easter Sunday, the door opened, the light came through the darkness again, and Jesus Christ was raised from the dead.

The third Sunday was on the day of the Lord (so Sundays came to be called) some fifty days later, when the disciples gathered into an upstairs room in Jerusalem suddenly experienced a powerful descent of the Holy Spirit—fire, wind came and they were filled with courage and faith to go out and preach the gospel, convert the nations, and start the church (Acts 2).

The church spread. And some years later John of Patmos was taken up by the Spirit on the Lord’s Day (Rev. 1:10). On that fourth Sunday he received the vision he wrote down in the book of prophecy that concludes the Bible—Revelation--and to the end of which we have come in our lectionary cycle. As the poet said, in the end is a new beginning: “Behold, I am making all things new.”

So reads the inscription on the Celtic cross in the memorial garden taken from the passage we have read today. And let’s take a brief trip back to the garden—of Eden. There we find, in chapter two of the first book of the Bible, Genesis, our ancestors, Adam and Eve. They were there as part of creation, but a special part. They were made in the image of God in a unique way (Gen. 1:27), with gifts and capacities beyond those of other animals. Be fruitful and multiply God commended them, fill the earth and subdue it (1:28)—and at least we have checked that one off. Perhaps too well and not wisely enough.

For we were also given another command, another responsibility. In chapter two we read, “The Lord God took the man (the Adam) and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it” (2:15). Our first job was and is to tend the earth-and one which, I am afraid, we have not always done very well. Witness the catastrophe unfolding in the Gulf of Mexico even now. Natural catastrophes are hard enough—but as we have multiplied and been fruitful, so has our power to harm and destroy multiplied and born some bitter fruit. Many species of animals and plants have suffered under our dominion—and we are only now beginning to realize that there are limits and consequences to our spread and exploitation of earth. We are called to be stewards. Let us never forget that first and abiding job.

You know the story. Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit and lost their place in the garden. Nature took on a less benign aspect. A vegetarian diet gives way to herding as well as farming—and the two brothers fight and kill each other over the land and its products—and which is more pleasing to God. Men and women, created equally in the image of God (Gen 1:27), become unequal (Gen 3:16); a state of affairs that is supposed to have ended with the coming of Christ (“in him there is neither Jew or Greek, slave or free, male nor female” Gal 3:28)—but which of course persists around the world. As does the difficulty of procuring our bread from the thorny and rocky ground—another consequence of our loss of Eden (Gen. 2:18-29). Scripture is pretty clear about our propensity for evil and the difficulties we face. Life is hard, and then we die. 

But that’s only part of the story. The better part is that God never gives up on us. Sending prophets and sages, the law, and of course the greatest of gifts, the Son of God himself, Jesus Christ--throughout the Bible God reaches out to call us back to right relationship.. Jesus lived and died for us—and his rising to life again is the sign of all signs that we are to have faith, to fight for the light, to live a life of love, to carry on his work. The call of the church is to help us do that—together, guided by Scripture and the Holy Spirit, to reach out to the world and help in God’s mission of reconciliation.

And so we come to where we are in the story. We know how it will end. God wins. The heavenly city will descend like a bride adorned for the bridegroom—there will be a marriage of heaven and earth. God will dwell with humanity and all creation will be made anew. No more tears and suffering, no more death, the great bridal feast. It will be done—on earth as it is in heaven.

I hope it won’t be like the big fat wedding we went to not long ago—a wonderful couple—but completely over the top. The groom’s aunt ran the show—and made everyone miserable and anxious—and she herself was most displeased at the lateness of the bridesmaid. Even the priest looked uncomfortable. Finally the wedding was over and on to the reception—the real main event. I thought for a moment I had come back to paradise, such was the abundance of food. Ice sculpture and seafood over here, antipasto laden table there, free bars scattered like islands—and that was only the beginning. Onward and upward to the main hall—where more food and customary rituals awaited. Soon we were stuffed and bored and ready to go home—and yet we hadn’t even come close to the cutting of the gigantic cake.  

Abundance had become excess—a sort of ancient Roman banquet. The vision of a beautiful wedding had become a fixed and ferocious ideal to which all joy was sacrificed.

I preferred the intimate gathering Mary and I had yesterday with family and friends—a day of rest followed by a casual meal and good talk—the hours went by with laughter, and suddenly it was late. Time to go. Abundance and joy, not excess and the pursuit of perfection. 

We are in the middle of the end times. Don’t expect perfection. Just keep tending the garden and loving your neighbor.

Do you remember Voltaire’s Candide? Chapter after chapter the idealistic hero, Candide, walks into one disaster after another, whether of natural or human causes. Finally, he can no longer keep up the pretence that this is the best of all possible worlds (an idea, supposedly, of the philosopher Leibniz, that Voltaire was mocking). And so he resigns himself to a quiet life on the margins of civilization—where he is told to simply “tend to his garden.”

And so indeed we are called. Adam’s job of tending the garden remains. Grow food, and cook it. Garden and kitchen—two more places of art that point to new creation. 

That’s what we are trying to do here. After church we will have a parish spring clean up to weed and mulch our memorial garden (there by the Celtic cross and the inscription). Often making things new is also a process of repair and replanting. Good as new. Around noon we will see a horde of boy scouts descend—and begin building a community garden next to the playground. Last Sunday afternoon a troop of girl scouts were here in our new kitchen learning the art of cooking with fresh organically vegetables, as taught by gardener and nutritionist, and friend of St Timothy’s, Amie Hall. 

The church is called to be a sign and a means of grace. We are called to play our part in God’s work of making all things new. Join us—tend to the garden—wherever that is in your life. Provide hospitality to strangers. Let your garden be a bit imperfect, your kitchen table comfortable and filled with friends and family. Abundance and joy—not excess and perfection. Tend the garden. Feed the sheep. Find the joy.

In Christ, amen.

The Rev. Matthew Calkins

St Timothy’s Episcopal Church, Fairfield, Ct.

