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The Bible begins with what we might call a problem in Paradise and it ends with visions of reconstruction, the new creation, the renewal of the human community, creation all over again. The meaning of the Garden of Eden story is that human beings are in trouble and the trouble is of our own making. Adam is Everyman and Eve is Every-woman. The problem of self-centeredness, of hubris, arrogant pridefulness, social and personal estrangement from God, is so complex, so virulent, that we can only be extricated with help from God.

 

Today I want to address these two visions of the future - the vision of Isaiah and the vision of John of the Apocalypse, in the Book of the Revelation. The vision of Isaiah is the vision of the Messianic Banquet. The prophet looks out from within the stormy history of his people, with their waywardness and pain, and he sustains their faith by telling of Messiah’s coming and of Messiah’s Kingdom. In that context he speaks of the messianic banquet, envisaging at last many people and many nations finding their way to the mount of God to share the bounty and grace of the coming king. For Isaiah this involves more than happy talk about a big feast. Food and wine are signs of hospitality and enjoyment; the breaking of bread by people of diverse backgrounds and customs is an imaginative way of affirming the unity of the human family, and this is one aspect of what we celebrate on World Communion Sunday. He promises that at that time God will do away with sorrow and will abolish death. That is quite a vision!
 
A lot of nonsense is talked about the Book of Revelation whereas the simple truth is that this last book of the Bible was written in a time of persecution when the infant church was set upon by the massive cruelty of the Roman Empire. John, in his exile on the Island of Patmos, wrote this letter about remaining loyal to the Gospel, and about the power and grace which could sustain them in these turbulent times. Its strange format and images, while understood by the Christian community, would be baffling to the Roman authorities. It is a clarion call to loyalty and it culminates in this vision of a great host assembled before the throne, rejoicing in the goodness of God and their divine deliverance. 

 

Both visions, that of Isaiah and that of John, were born out of suffering and trial and oppression. Ancient Israel had been kicked around by other nations and of all peoples seems to have developed a heightened conscience, a unique faith in that ancient world, an ethical monotheism. Their descendents were victims of the Nazi holocaust in the lifetime of most of us here. Some abandoned all faith but many others speak philosophically of the eternal presence who stood by them through the unutterable terror of the Nazi juggernaut.

Both visions speak of the end of hunger, grief, and death. Think of this in light of today’s world: Iraq, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, Pakistan, Somalia. As long as people die prematurely, in war or in peace, by violence and terrorism, or by disease, through hunger or by neglect, there can be no end to mourning and to suffering. The Lord will remove the cloud of sorrow and will destroy death forever. This is the vision of Isaiah: God will wipe away the tears from all eyes and take away the disgrace the people of God have suffered throughout the world. 

These are visions of hope because the elements outlawed in the visions are still very much present. Ask bereaved families among the Palestinians, the victims of suicide bombers in Baghdad and Tel Aviv, the orphans of Calcutta, and the people of Darfur in their deprivation. Enquire of Afghan refugees and of Ethiopians in bondage both to ignorance of agriculture and the misfortunes of changing government. No banquet with tasty food and mature wine is spread before any of them, to celebrate peace and justice and wholeness.

On this day, we lift up again the hope of the world and the promise of wholeness for God’s children. This has always been a means of sustaining hope and nurturing faith. When we cannot celebrate the reality we can at least celebrate the vision! If we fail to affirm and re-energize the vision of God’s justice and compassion, we may never see the reality because we shall cease to look for it. The Biblical revelation is  a vision of unity, inclusiveness, a vision of reconciliation, of re-creation.

The world we live in is still a pretty messy place, yet there are growing works of mercy in ministry to the poor and the disenfranchised, with new initiatives of feeding and housing, healing, and education, and this is the work of God’s Spirit no matter who does it. Many third-world churches have literally come into their own. The Nagas of Northeast India are now ninety-five per cent Christian and have hundreds of missionaries at work throughout Asia. Formerly a turbulent people, they have become a powerful community for peace, in Southern Asia. The church in China emerged from decades of silence, held together by the three-self movement; now diverse groups of Christians are training a multitude of leaders in their seminaries. 

The symbol of all this is the sacred meal. Early Christians thought of the Lord’s Supper as a harbinger of the messianic banquet. As we share the Lord’s Supper such an idea may seem a little far-fetched, yet we share it in common today with a vast company across the world, many of whom are very different from us but who witness in their own way to the same Lord. Cynical observers may observe this gathering of people reaching out for fragments of bread and a half-mouthful of grape juice and scoff at the idea of nations coming together for God’s messianic banquet. Scoffing at simplicities will never bring the nations together; nor will bombings and massacre in the name of ethnic cleansing. Terrorism cannot make the world a better place; nor will revenge. They do not assuage that sense of alienation which breeds hatred of others; it will continue to destroy the very resources needed to address that alienation. And, incidentally, Australia along with America must also ask the hard questions of why we are hated so much by those who willfully visit this kind of suffering on other human beings. There is a need to diminish the frenzied pursuit of the almighty dollar and to realize that our provision of help for needy and displaced people is not a cause for boasting but the simple responsibility humanity has to the poor and dispossessed of this world.
The vision of Isaiah implies that if sorrow and death are to be abolished, Arabs and Israelis must break bread together, with all this implied for their Bedouin ancestors. If the human family is ever to be united, instead of stockpiling armaments and selling them to those of dubious intention, nations must begin to break bread together. If western nations are to be part of the great healing movement of God our leaders will have to rethink their bias to warfare on the one hand and on the other their attitude towards destitute African and Asian immigrants. It is too late in the world’s evening to try to defend racial superiority in the face of the enormous need of humanity at large. We may be approaching the midnight hour.

The vision of wholeness will be fulfilled only with the breaking of bread together. We here are part of a people who confess that Jesus is Lord. We share this with black men and women of Africa, people of the great Indian subcontinent and Sri Lanka. We embrace also peoples from the Middle East, Asia, Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Burmese from Myanmar, Thais, Vietnamese and Malaysians, scattered peoples of Polynesia and Melanesia, Hispanics from Mexico and Latin America, the Slavic folk of Russia and Eurasia, Nordics, Caucasians all, of Europe, the Antipodes, and the Americas. We cannot break the bread of communion with them and then discriminate against them in regard to the affluence and bounty which we enjoy.

We affirm our unity with a multitude who, under the sign of Jesus Christ, on this very day are breaking bread together. We must not let that vision fade or that hope be lost, for what we do together is meant to be the harbinger of the Kingdom of God, which has no end.
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