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Matthew 11:2-6 

2When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples 3and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 4Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: 5the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 6And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”
 



Revelation 7:13-17

13Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, robed in white, and where have they come from?” 14I said to him, “Sir, you are the one that knows.” Then he said to me, “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. 15For this reason they are before the throne of God, and worship him day and night within his temple, and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them. 16They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat; 17for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of life, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 






















Long before Jesus headed down that treacherous road toward Jerusalem, to his suffering and crucifixion, the tension with his adversaries has been mounting. Jesus is disturbing the peace and upending the status quo by engaging in the work of God. This good work is summarized in the message Jesus sends back to John the Baptist.  John, you remember, had donned the garb of an ancient prophet and gone out in the wilderness, gathered people at the river of baptism, 
and called them to repentance, to turn away from the evil ways of the world and turn toward the coming of God. Now, John is in prison, facing his own execution, and surely, he is wondering if his own life’s work of preparing the people for the coming Messiah was in vain or the real thing. He sends word to Jesus, by his disciples: “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

Jesus responds that he is doing exactly what was envisioned by the prophet Isaiah for the Messiah: “Go tell John what you hear and see: 
the blind, the lame, the sick and the deaf are healed; the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.” these are the signs that Jesus is the Messiah, and the Reign of God is coming into the world. These are signs of the Kingdom of Heaven: specific, particular acts of healing, resurrection and redemption. The Kingdom of Heaven is not some disembodied, other worldly spirituality, but rather God’s presence rooted in a transformed human reality. We have begun this Lenten Series of Sermons by delving into the meaning of each phrase of the prayer that Jesus taught his followers to say. Mindful that when we say the Lord’s Prayer from rote memory, we can miss the full significance of this tightly constructed lesson on how to pray. Each word has meaning embedded in the history of ancient Israel; each phrase reveals Jesus’ own sense of vocation and spoken together the rhythmic flow of words invites us to share in Jesus’ own breath, his life, his calling. 

Because our focus was on the Hallowed Name of God last Sunday, I promised I’d get back to the word heaven which appears twice. In the opening address, Our Father, who art in heaven, and today, Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. My old friend and theologian, Al Winn, acknowledged that heaven is a complicated reality for us to understand because we think of it mostly as being the place we go when we die; an ethereal realm up there out there somewhere; where we entrust those, we love who have died to be at peace with God among the saints. That idea is not lacking in a variety of biblical visions, even ours today from Revelation. 

But Al Winn noted there is a stronger definition of heaven found throughout the Bible which he defines this way: “The primary meaning of heaven is the seat of God’s authority, where God abides and from which God rules. Heaven is what is not-earth, what is other than the world we know. To speak of Our Father in Heaven, or on earth as it is in Heaven, is to speak of the otherness of God, in a realm wherever the will of God gets done: where the will of God gets done promptly, without delay; perfectly, without exception; willingly, without resistance. The earth, by contrast is a network of contesting wills.” There is God’s will, but there are also our wills, which are often in conflict with the will of God.[footnoteRef:1] To pray Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven is a way of earnestly asking God’s will to win in the end. [1:  Albert C. Winn, A Christian Primer: The Prayer, the Creed, the Commandments, p. 29-30, p. 50.] 


Kathleen Norris tells the story of a Benedictine sister who was keeping vigil at the bedside of her dying mother. The nun seeks to comfort her by saying, “In heaven everyone we love is there.” But her mother, with a wise and faithful view, tells her differently. “No,” she says, “in heaven I will love everyone who is there.”[footnoteRef:2] Somehow, she knew that heaven is not merely about the fulfillment of earthly fantasies.  [2:  Kimberly Bracken Long, “Who are These People?” Journal for Preachers, Easter, 2005. 
] 

It is, rather, about the full transformation of our will into God’s will. We will be changed. 

 	According to the Revelation to John: The lame will be healed; the broken made whole. The violence will be quelled, and the wounded restored. Those riddled with hate or hurt will be overwhelmed with love. 
And even those who have always tried to live good Christian lives will find that, their own souls have been burnished anew. Who are these people that Revelation says show up around the throne of God? The ones who have come through the ordeal. They have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb and they have been changed. That’s Revelation’s way of saying they have been cleansed and redeemed by the death and resurrection of Christ. Because they have been changed, everything has been changed. 

Notice that even this other-worldly, heavenly vision of the saints gathered around the throne of God is described by basic earthly human needs being met. There is no more hunger, no more thirst; no more crying and no more pain; there is enough for everyone. Justice is a reality, peace pervades, righteousness is simply the way things are, and the arm of Christ extends from the throne as a shelter. Anyone who tells you that heaven is just the pie-in the sky in the sweet by-and-by and 
a disembodied realm of the spirit is not in tune with this biblical vision. This vision is a political reality of the shelter and nurture of humankind in concrete, equitable terms. 

Biblical scholar Eugene Boring writes that every week we pray together, “Thy Kingdom come,” and it does. “It comes through, not around, the woes of history.”[footnoteRef:3] Similarly, Rowan Williams, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, said in an interview, “Jesus himself tells us that the kingdom comes in unexpected ways; it doesn’t just come with a clap of thunder at the end of time. It grows in our midst secretly. It comes through in quirky little moments when people do extraordinary things, take extraordinary risks, and you think, Ah, yes, that’s a life in which God is showing through.”[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Eugene Boring, Revelation, John Knox Press, p. 133.]  [4:  Healinghousekc.org & Adam Hamilton, The Lord’s Prayer, p. 38.
] 

 
Every summer, at an above-ground pool behind a house in what was one of the most violent neighborhoods in Kansas City a baptism service is organized by Bobbie Jo Reed. Bobbie Jo became an addict at an early age. As a young woman she’d known homelessness and prostitution. She’d been assaulted and nearly killed. After a final stint in jail she says in her own words, “I turned my life over to God, praying 
Thy Kingdom come, thy Will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” She had a vision to help other women like herself, women who would get out of jail, but had nowhere to land. These women would often be back on the streets, back to their addictions and living in hell. Bobbie Joe Reed took an inheritance she had received at the death of one of her parents, and with it she purchased an abandoned nursing home in a tough neighborhood. She fixed it up and started Healing House, providing transitional housing for women recovering from substance abuse and homelessness.

Soon there were more women seeking housing than the room she had to offer. Bobbi Jo shared her vision with others, people who seemed to live into the same prayer, Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. They helped purchase and renovate another house, then a third, fourth, fifth and more until today there are houses and small apartment buildings scattered around Kansas City’s historic northeast. Violent crime and crack houses have been virtually eliminated from the zip code. Every summer at that above-ground pool, several dozen women, men and children choose to step into the water, into the water in which Jesus himself was baptized by John. Their baptism, like ours, is a sign of immersion into the Kingdom of Heaven and a commitment to help usher it in. 

Friends, the Kingdom of Heaven takes up real estate on the earth!
We live in a country that rebelled against a King, and for us the majesty and mystery of Kingship is the stuff of fairy tales across a vast ocean 
on another shore. But Jesus’ first followers knew who and what a King was supposed to be and what they often were not. They were supposed to be raised up to provide for the common welfare of all the people within their realm. Instead, they usually lusted after more wealth and power, exploited their citizens, and sent them to war to acquire more.
When Jesus talked to the disciples about the Kingdom of Heaven, they knew this reign of God was not simply religious advice for an improved spirituality, or a better code of morals or a freshly crafted theology. 
They heard a stronger, more dangerous claim of a radical shift in their worldview, and they heard a call to action. 

They faced the same questions we still ask. If the Kingdom is at hand in Jesus Christ, why is there still injustice? Why is there still hunger? Why is there still evil? They knew, even as we know that the Kingdom of Heaven is an “already here, but not yet fully here” reality.
Someday, as in that vision of Revelation, the Kingdom will come and the world will be fully healed. But in the meantime, we pray for God’s Kingdom to come, God’s will to be done, and in so doing we offer ourselves to God that God might use us for the Kingdom’s coming.
Homeless addict Bobbie Jo Reed used a small inheritance to heal, transform and shelter a whole neighborhood of people for the better. 
Imagine what we could do.

Amen.
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