The Fourth Sunday of Easter
April 25, 2010
Text:  Revelation 7:9-17
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

It is two o’clock in the middle of the night…in this Roman neighborhood everyone else is still sleeping…but here and there are a few who are awakening, lighting no candles, because they do not want to draw attention to themselves…but quietly they are getting up, dressing in their old clothes, those tattered Roman tunics, putting on sandals, and silently making their way down the cobbled streets until they have reached the meadow at the edge of the city.  They walk through the green grass to the bank of the river where others have already gathered.
Oh, it is risky business being a Christian in Rome in 303 A.D.  The emperor, Diocletian, has ordered the destruction of Christian churches and the burning of Christian books.  Many, many have already been martyred for the faith.  But contrary to Diocletian’s intent, the death of the martyrs has become fruitful seed:  the church is growing!

Gathered around the river on this night are even more people than last time, including a group of eight who want to be baptized.  The torches have been lit and the priest begins the worship:  The Lord be with you.  And also with you, the people respond.  Someone reads a portion of a letter which the apostle Paul had written to the church in Galatia a couple of centuries earlier:  As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.

The eight who are there to be baptized, take off their tunics.  Completely naked, as a sign of leaving behind their old way of living, they wade into the water.  Three times they go under the water, as the priest says, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  They come up sputtering from the water, having died to their old way of life, and they slip on a new white robe….putting on the Lord Jesus Christ!  They have been made new….they are reborn children of God.

That’s the beginning of the story.  The ending of the story….the forever ending of the story is in our Second Reading today.  This vision, this revelation, which John has, where he sees a great multitude from every nation, every people, every language, standing before the throne of the Lamb, dressed in white robes:

Who are these, robed in white, and where have they come from?  These are they who have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.

It is all one and the same story, folks….beginning in our baptism and ending in God’s Kingdom, an ending that goes on forever and ever, Amen.  And it’s all about putting on new clothes.

New clothes over our nakedness.  You and I were born naked.  Adam and Eve, in that story about our beginnings, were naked…naked, that is, up until the point where they disobeyed.  And then they frantically, almost humorously, tried to cover themselves, using leaves, whatever was close at hand.

Have you ever had one of those dreams where you end up being naked in public?  You are in a frenzy, frantically trying to cover yourself.  Those dreams, the experts say, almost always tend to express an anxiety and a worry a bout feeling overexposed, feeling terribly vulnerable, feeling that you’re being criticized and not able to defend yourself.  Kind of like, I suppose, Adam and Eve back in the garden, being confronted with God.

But do you remember what God does in that story of our beginnings?  He makes clothes for Adam and Eve!  Oh, it is an act of grace, God covering up his children!  Protecting them, giving them strength in their vulnerability, defending them.
Clothes do make the person, don’t they?  If you’re going skiing, it is important to buy a ski outfit…right?  Oh, sure, it protects you from the cold, but more importantly, when you are wearing a ski outfit, you become a skier.

It used to be the case – back ten years ago – when the church office was still in our basement at home…on a weekday morning I would dress up in a sportcoat and tie, even though all I had to do was to take a few steps from the breakfast table and go down the basement stairs.   I did that even if I wasn’t planning to see anybody all day.  The sportcoat and the tie made me feel like I’m at work.  Clothes make the person.

Now, I have to admit – since that time – I have succumbed to Colorado casual!

But, on Sundays, when I put on this white alb, I become a pastor.  Put on another robe, a black one, and I become a judge.

A doctor once confessed that there was more to the white scrubs, the rubber gloves, the mask over the mouth…there was more to all that than simple hygiene.  “If you are going into surgery to cut on another human being’s body, you need to be a doctor even when you don’t feel like it.  When I put on all this stuff, I am a doctor, no matter how I feel about it.”  Clothes make the person.”

Remember the old Disney cartoon movie, The Lion King?  The spirit of the dead king says to his son, “You have become less than you are.”  Those words convey this sense that Simba, the son, has already been gifted with strength, with courage…that he already has what he needs to live fully….even if he has not used his gifts.
People, that’s what our Baptism is all about.  When you and I went under the water and then came out and were clothed with Jesus Christ, God made us new in his eyes.  We are already new, clothed with the power of Jesus Christ.  And now we are to become what we already are!

That’s good news, folks…especially compared to the bad news in this old Beetle Bailey cartoon I’ve kept in a file.  Beetle is mopping the floor in the general’s office and is speaking to Miss Buxley, the secretary:  

· “I wish people could just accept me the way I am,” Beetle says.

· “I like who you are, Beetle,” says Miss Buxley, “But I’d love what you could be!”

That’s conditional love!  That conditional kind of love is not the way our God loves us.  God loves us, accepts us, just the way we are, which is the way God has made us to be in our Baptism…clothed with Jesus Christ!  And then God says to us:  “Become what you already are!”  We’ve already been given the clothes which make us full human beings!

None of this, of course, denies the present brokenness of our world, it doesn’t whitewash the present brokenness in each of us.  That’s the great ordeal, isn’t it?  Who are these, robed in white, and where have they come from?  These are they who have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.

Simba, the son of the Lion King, came out of the great ordeal….the death of his father, which he thought had had caused, the destruction of his homeland.   But Simba discovered that he already had within himself the skills, the courage, the boldness, to do battle with the brokenness of his world.
Oh, for a while Simba had tried the path which avoided the brokenness – akoona metata – just ignore everything:  no worries, problem-free existence.  But alter, encouraged by the spirit of his father, he became what he already was and he returned to the prideland, determined to do battle with the evil that had overtaken his home.

I was 13 years old when I first saw those pictures of clothing…piles and piles of clothing…piles of shoes.  My cousin Clayton had brought the book that contained those pictures.  They were pictures of the great ordeal of the Holocaust, the genocide which wiped out six million Jews in the middle of the last century…the Holocaust that has seared my conscience ever since.

One of these days I want to make the pilgrimage to Washington, D.C., to the Holocaust Museum….and “pilgrimage” is what it will be for me.  A pilgrimage to the Holocaust Museum, where if you are brave enough, you can see the piles of shoes that the S.S. guards stripped off the Jewish prisoners before they were showered to death.  The Great Ordeal of the last century.  It was Hitler’s attempt to unmake a people…to strip them naked, to kill them, to wipe them off the face of the earth.

And yet, out of the ashes of the crematories has risen the State of Israel:  They have come out of the great ordeal.

Given this present environment of Colorado casual, I don’t often wear a sport coat anymore.  But when I do, it would be one of those given to me by my friend, George Cole.  He was a Mayo doctor, back in Rochester, Minnesota – and when he retired, he gave me a bunch of his sportcoats.

Now, these hand-me-downs, are much nicer than any I would buy for myself.  Several of them are Harris tweeds, handwoven, the label says, in the Outer Hebrides from Scottish grown wool.  I put on this gray tweed sportcoat and I feel like a million bucks!  Oh, clothes do make the person.

But whenever I put this on, it never fails but that I also remember George, who died about six years ago.  He had ALS, Lou Gehrig’s Disease.
It’s a slow, debilitating disease that eats away at the nerve cells which control the voluntary muscles.  Maybe it starts with one limb, maybe a hand.  Over the years additional muscles become affected, perhaps accompanied by twitching and cramping.  Towards the end, you are not even able to swallow, and eventually, before death, complete paralysis sets in.  It is not a pretty disease.  It was “the great ordeal” for George.

But George knew that he had been given new clothes!  I kept George’s Christmas letter from 1997 because I found it inspirational back them…and perhaps you will, too, today:

I can tell you that finding myself with an incurable, progressive disease for which my medical colleagues have no effective treatment is a unique life experience.  ALS is not for sissies.  Someone said that about old age.  However, I guess I won’t have to sweat that from the look of things.

I fall back on the ancient faith I learned as a child.  At this point my religious feelings seem more instinctive than learned.  God is indeed a mighty fortress and I’m grateful to have the sustaining power of the Holy Spirit at this time.

Sometimes we physicians learn great wisdom from our patients.  Several years ago, working in Haiti, I had a elderly dignified Haitian man as a patient.  The man had been blind for many years and now had advanced cavitary pulmonary tuberculosis from which he seemed unlikely to recover.  Each morning I would come in and ask him, in Creole, how he was doing.  Each day he would turn his blind eyes toward me, smile serenely, extend his cupped hands in my direction and say, “Dokte, nou toujou nan mains Seigneur – “Doctor, we are always in the hands of the Lord.”  Nobody can say it better in any language.

I fall back on the ancient faith I learned as a child…more instinctive than learned…the ancient faith with which George was clothed at his baptism.  That’s where we all need to fall back, folks, back to that great baptismal river where each of our stories began, where we received our new clothes which will last us for all eternity.  And then we look forward to gathering at the river where our stories will have their forever ending:

Shall we gather at the river, where bright angel feet have trod,

With its crystal tide forever flowing by the throne of God?
