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“In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless 
void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the 
waters….”   

“Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, 
conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal….”   

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age 
of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, 
it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair….”   

“A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away….”   
“Once upon a time….”   
We are a people of beginnings.  We know how things start, we can recite the opening lines 

to our favorite movies, and we even recognize the first words of books we may have never read.  At 
cocktail parties, we ask politely about how a couple met, and to fill the dead space in a conversation, 
we ask our new acquaintance: Where were you born?  We ask about beginnings with ease and 
nonchalance all the while avoiding endings – not daring to inquire about a death or a divorce.  Even 
many who have never darkened the door of a church or synagogue could tell you how the Bible 
begins – “in the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” – but how many of us who sit 
here week after week could say how it ends, could recite the parting words of Scripture, or could 
even guess at the final topic?  Curious about the end?  Well, our Scripture this morning is the final 
nine verses of the Bible. Molly will read them for us now.   

  
[Reading of Revelation 22:12-21]  
 
In 1970, John Allegro wrote a book entitled The Sacred Mushroom and The Cross, a book that 

was not all that well received, but that suggested that Revelation was produced by a member of a 
mind-altering sacred mushroom cult.1  After hearing today’s text, undoubtedly, I don’t have to 
explain his reasoning.  As the passage jumps from one topic to a seemingly unrelated other, it is no 
wonder that some versions of the Bible give this passage the section title: “Isolated Sayings.”2  If 
mushrooms are not to blame, then one wonders if John, the author of Revelation, wasn’t creating a 
“Choose Your Own Adventure” type of ending.  Want to make sure evildoers get their just desserts?  
Here’s an ending where those dogs are left outside the pearly gates.  Want to make sure everyone is 
invited to the party?  Here’s an ending where the Spirit welcomes everyone to come.  Through a 
series of vignettes, John gives us not so much various endings as various images – a bride, a garden, 
a city, a star – and encourages us to try each on for size until we find the one that fits, the one that 
feels like home.  So like Goldilocks, let’s see which porridge is too hot, which bed is too hard, and 
which image of the end fits just right.   

                                                           
1 John Allyn Melloh in “Preaching the Lesson” in Lectionary Homiletics. 
2 New Jerome Biblical Commentary. 



 
Image of the End #1: A bride.   
With today’s weddings so focused on highlighting the bride at every moment, it’s hard to imagine a 
wedding where the bride just wanted to blend in, but for part of history that was the case.  
Convinced that angels and demons were actively fighting for jurisdiction in her life and marriage, a 
bride selected several of her closest friends and relatives to accompany her down the aisle while 
wearing dresses that matched – matched not just each other but also matched the bride – so when 
the demons came calling, they would be confused as to who was getting married, who the bride was, 
would give up, and go away.  That’s where bridesmaid dresses came from: a desire to hide from 
demons.  But the bride in Revelation is no such wilting violet.  She takes the first steps toward her 
groom Jesus and their new life together in bold confidence.  And it’s in these initial steps that we 
realize that for her the end is really a beginning.   
 
Image of the End #2: A garden.   
Between Genesis and Revelation, the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil has blossomed into 
the Tree of Life.  Growing alongside the water of life which will quench the thirst of anyone who 
comes, the Tree is no longer about temptation or potential punishment; its leaves are now for the 
healing of the nations.   

I recently heard the story of Old South Church in Boston.  As they prepared to celebrate 
their 350th anniversary this year, they used Lent as a season of repentance for their church, for the 
ways that congregation had participated in patriarchy and exceptionalism and white supremacy in 
their history.  As part of their soul searching, they learned that at one point in their history 72 former 
slaves worshipped with them from the balcony – the only place these black members were allowed 
to sit – and that after their deaths, these individuals were buried in an unmarked grave in their 
graveyard.  So, as part of their repentance and part of their anniversary celebration, Old South 
installed a “memorial tree” in their columbarium with a dark wood trunk and branches and 
hundreds of gleaming brass leaves.  The names of the former slaves were the first to be engraved on 
the leaves.  First names only in many cases.  The leaves reflect the soft light of the chapel, and the 
names of the former slaves are now completely intermingled with more recently deceased members.3  
When John writes about a tree as an image of the end, it’s about growing in wisdom and simplicity, 
caring less about the knowledge of good and evil and more about life.   

 
Image of the End #3: A city.   
Yes, this is how we get the image of a heavenly city with streets of gold and pearly gates.  While the 
previous chapters of Revelation describe the city in detail, there is no mention of the gatekeeper 
Peter although that has clearly become part of our collective consciousness.  Instead, this New 
Jerusalem, gleaming, renewed and reborn as it may be, is still a city.  Those of us who have lived or 
worked or worshipped in cities know what Harold McKeithen said is true: “in city life, space has to 
be more carefully shared, that moving around a big city requires a degree of physical intimacy with 
strangers – on sidewalks, streets, buses, and trains – that greater cooperation with others is 
necessary, and that racial, cultural, and intellectual diversity often mean that the pressures to 
conform are considerably stronger in the village than the metropolis.”4   

My favorite depiction of the heavenly city, the New Jerusalem, is from the Pixar movie Coco.  
Due to some mishaps on Dia de los Muertos, 12-year-old Miguel ends up visiting the after-life before 

                                                           
3 As told by Rev. Chris Braudaway-Bauman in “God’s Building and Growth” at First Congregational Church of 
Boulder. 
4 J. Harold McKeithen, Jr. in “The City of God” in Lectionary Homiletics. 



he has died.  As he crosses the cempasuchitl, or marigold, bridge to heaven, Miguel gets a sweeping 
view of a red and orange, yellow and blue barrio, thumping with life and activity and color as it 
extends, like a Mexican village, up and around the sides of a mountain.  there are no angels and 
harps; it doesn’t feel like the world’s most boring assisted living facility – like some other visions of 
heave do.  Nothing about the city in Coco feels neutered, nor does it when John describes it in 
Revelation.   Instead, it’s a vibrant, active, energetic place where – as one preacher described it - 
“every ditch dug, every brick laid, every vote cast, every committee decision that has contributed to 
the decency of human life on earth is preserved, and built into the eternal city.”5   

 
Image of the End #4: A star.   
In a book on the Soviet forced labor camps, a Russian author writes, “If only there were evil people 
somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the 
rest of us….  But the line dividing good and evil cuts through every human being.”6  It isn’t just the 
darkness of the world, but the shadow sides within our selves, that make it difficult to see things 
clearly as they are, difficult to look toward the future and see a hopeful end.  But, a morning star 
shines out of the darkness, announcing that “a new day has dawned even before the full light of day 
has come.”7  This end is about that small ray of hope that breaks through when all we can see is 
darkness.   
 

A bride, a garden, a city, a star.  The last words of the Bible in Revelation don’t try to give us 
answers or an ending so much as images and an imagination.  Is it unsatisfying?  Probably.  After all, 
we like an ending where the villain gets his just reward and the heroes live happily ever after, but 
what we need most as we live between the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end of life, 
is a moral imagination.  It’s what we need when life feels dry, passion feels like an unaffordable 
luxury, and tired indifference is our bedfellow.  We need an imagination that allows us to look at our 
45 minute commute, our overflowing inbox and our irksome coworkers and see a garden – perhaps 
a garden needing some tilling and weeding but where real growth, both ours and theirs, is possible.  
We need an imagination that allows us to look at our intrusive parents, our nagging spouse, our 
ornery children and see a city – perhaps a city lacking in space or consensus but teeming with life 
and energy.  We need an imagination that allows us to look at abandoned hobbies, a pockmarked 
past, hopes that seem dead in the water and see a star – perhaps dim and distant but shining 
nonetheless.  And we need an imagination that allows us to look at our faith and see a bride, ready 
to live our life relating to God in a new way.   

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.  In the end….   Well, in the end, 
God created us – with imagination enough to partner in bringing about that beautiful ending.  
Amen. 
 

                                                           
5 M. Eugene Boling in his commentary on Revelation 21. 
6 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in Gulag Archipelago. 
7 Tom Ulrich in “Sermon Reviews” in Lectionary Homiletics. 
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