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Let's begin with prayer. Oh Lord, the way is long and the night is dark, and we have but this one candle. Be the light to our path, shine on our way, lead us home. In Jesus' name. Amen. 
Until Monday, my sermon title for today was going to be “In Heaven There Will Be No More Elections.” [Laughter.] That’s because I thought that the first, foremost, and only thing on our minds this Sunday would be the Presidential election, in spite of it being All Saints’ Sunday. Of course, that was then and this is now. Everything has changed since Monday. A devastating engagement with the wind and the storm upended life’s usual patterns. Once again, we’ve been reminded of how fragile are our lives, how intemperate the systems of support upon which we depend, how powerful is the breath of the wind when it blows against even a mighty city, never mind a fragile seashore. 

Those who have had electrical power have been treated to a non-stop report about the folks who have not, a new wrinkle on the discrepancy between the haves and the have-nots. [Laughter.] Most folks south of 39th Street have been hanging on by their fingernails all week, while those uptown have been getting their nails done. [Laughter.] Suddenly our immediate challenges in life, if we survived pretty well, became what to do with the spoilage in the refrigerator, and how to stay warm in an apartment that had grown ever colder through the week, and the thought of the blessedness of a warm shower, if you knew someone in the power zone. That’s what’s been on our mind, not the vicissitudes of shifting political positions and who said what about jobs going to China. 

Of course, the people who own property on the Jersey Shore, and on Fire Island, and those who lost homes at Breezy Point in Queens and on Staten Island, and patients who had to be evacuated at NYU Hospital and Bellevue, the elderly who have not had heat, climbing up and down twelve stories for groceries, the children who were first frightened and then restless for days, who would have been trick-or-treating: these are the ones about whom we have been concerned. The news, whether on a battery-dependent radio or on live TV has been about the question, “When would the power come back?” And suddenly the estimated six billion dollars that has been spent on character slandering in political adverts this season seems morally obscene in the face of the staggering losses of shelter and life and coastland and homes that have been lost. 

No, a hurricane is the last thing that I thought would be occupying our thoughts today. But because of it we are thankful for having survived the storm, and have a fresh awareness of the fragility of life. We are weary of a week lost in waiting and lost standing in lines for batteries and water bottles north of the power demarcation line. And we’ve been reminded once again of the tenuous hold we have on all that is most dear to us. Maybe that’s why the lessons for today, this All Saint’s Sunday sound particularly poignant, when the evangelist of the book of Revelation imagines “a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away; and the sea was no more.” And did you hear that last part? “The sea was no more.” 

That sea that carried so much of us away with it this week, that sea that came with a vengeance to dig away the coastlines, that sea that brought the sand onto the streets and filled the sidewalks and tore away the boardwalks of the Jersey shore, that sea that started the fire that burned 100 homes in Breezy Point like Dresden in World War II, that sea that came to us in swirling tempest and pulled so much away: that sea will be no more in the new heaven and the new earth. 

And isn’t that a surprising promise? Surprising because, for all its fury, the sea is a glorious part of the creation. It is what has linked the continents as well as divided them. It’s across the sea that we have travelled and shipped our goods and found beauty in the rolling tides of the coastline on calmer days. Many a fisherman has made a living from the sea. And the sea is the sport of the whales and the dolphins, the pelicans and the starfish. It was on the Sea of Galilee that Jesus calmed the storms, and traveled with his disciples to the other side while sleeping in a boat. And on the sea that he walked and came to the twelve when they were frightened in a tempest. How surprising, then, that in the vision of the New Jerusalem, the new heaven and the new earth, the sea is no more. This is not good news for sailors, boat owners, fishermen, or people who love the shore. Not good for us who like the sunset at the water’s edge, looking to the horizon. Bad news indeed for the Carnival Line and the Cunard: no more cruising on the QM2.

But lest we think that John, the writer of Revelation, had some grudge against the sea, we need to understand that he had bigger things in mind when he saw its absence in the heavenly city. For what he envisioned was a city in which Satan had lost the final cosmic battle and heaven and earth would be transformed. And while the transformation will be complete, its reversals are made emphatic with the disappearance of the sea, which is another way of saying all things will have become new. All that we have relied on for security, as well as all that is a danger to us, will be no more. For our haven and our help will be our God. 

Christopher Rowland drills deep into this understanding in his commentary on Revelation when he reminds us that, for the writer of that book, the sea was a threatening place which had to be subdued. It comes through in many places in Revelation. In chapter five, Rowland notes that all the creatures of the heavens and the earth and under the earth bow down and praise the Lamb as a sign of the final triumph. But in the seventh chapter the four angels at the four corners of the earth order that “no wind might blow on the earth or on the sea or against any tree,” a 

declaration that leaves you wondering where those four angels were in the midst of the 

storm last Sunday and Monday and Tuesday. Rowland goes on, “Above all the sea was the place out of which the beast had arisen to threaten the eternal destiny of humankind.” No wonder the evangelist of Revelation believed the sea would be no more. Whatever else it might be, the sea was a part of the tumult and calamity that threatened life, and it would be replaced with God’s 

sovereignty and by God’s peace. And so he writes, “I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away; and the sea was no more.”

What John wants us to know is that God will be all in all in that day, and all things will be made new. All that breaks our heart will be mended. All that has been taken away will be added again and more, for the first thing that God will do is wipe away every tear from our eyes. And death will be no more, mourning and crying and pain will end, for the first things shall have passed away. Do you get it? What the Evangelist is describing is the death of death itself. No more tears, no more sorrow, for God will come with healing in his wings, wiping away every tear from our eyes. 

This week, early in the reports of the losses of the storm, Governor Christie of New Jersey, not one known for his softer side or tenderheartedness [Laughter.] was asked by a reporter about a family which had been caught in the storm. The Governor explained that what had been reported to him by others, a mother and father in the midst of the strong winds were on their way home, having secured their boat in the water near Mendham Township. Sitting in the back seat of their truck were two of their four children, two sons, eleven and fourteen years old. As they were making their way home to Randolph, New Jersey, a 100-foot tree, three feet wide at the base, fell on the front of the truck and killed both mother and father, while the two boys in the back suffered less serious injuries and were able to escape. Governor Christie, a big man, obviously with a big heart, choked up as he told this story. Chris Christie, who has two sons and two daughters, one of his sons being about the age of the boys in the accident was holding back his tears. And you could not help but see how moved he was at the sadness of that tragedy. 

One day, the dwelling place of God will be with us, according to John, and a new heaven and a new earth will come to us adorned as a bride for her husband, and God will wipe away all our tears, from the biggest to the smallest of us, all our tears. Quite aside from the politics of the thing, I have thought this week about the image of the President and Governor Christie visiting the Jersey Shore, and both of them holding in their arms the weeping, the sorrowful, the brokenhearted people most directly affected by the losses of their homes and livelihoods. These rivals, on opposite sides of the political fence, came together for a common cause, out of concern for the people they both are charged to help. As I thought of those two men, I couldn’t help but think of that Biblical image of the lion and the lamb lying down together, and I’ll leave it to you to decide which is which. [Laughter.] But it was quite an image those two men shaking hands and comforting not only the people they were seeing but also each other. Sometimes, in unexpected places and unanticipated forms, there are signs of that coming kingdom where every tear is wiped away. 

I look at the list of those who are among the saints that we will remember today in the prayers at the communion table, and I think about those whom I knew best. Bobbie Sulcer, English Professor, who loved literature and who taught it to his students with such energy and devotion. He reveled in words and phrases. And it seemed so cruel that his illness robbed him of most of the words he had one by one. But in that place where God dwells and Bobbie, too, I believe that all is well and all is restored, and every tear is wiped away, and words come easy now, if we can speak of it in that way, and there is awe and wonder beyond words. 

Bill Claytor, a quiet man who spent his life caring for others, caring for his dear Joe through a long illness, befriending Charles Fike and caring for him along with Jackie. If you announced a dinner and said you needed volunteers for the kitchen committee, or invited helpers for the Tartan Fair, Bill was there. If someone was in need, Bill would go. Mild mannered and self-effacing, never a person to offend, yet a man with a backbone of steel, he seemed to slip away from us over the last year in the same way that he had lived, without drawing any attention to himself or being a bother to anyone. And in that place where the meek are blessed, Bill has taken a place of honor, invited to the head of the table in fact, and every tear is wiped away.

Anne Eudaly, who lived across the street, she was a pistol. Determined to do things her way, she told me she didn’t need to live a long life because she knew where she was going. She was going to be with Jesus, and she’d had enough of pain and doctors and diagnoses and treatments, so it was time for her to stop all that so that could claim her crown, just like that! It wouldn’t exactly be my way of putting it, but she was from Memphis and she said what she pleased, all the time, and it pleased her to think of being with Jesus. She told her daughters what she wanted: to get out of the hospital and to go home, and all of us got out of her way. Sometimes people see better than we do the shoreline of a distant destination and they set sail long before the rest of us are ready to let them go. That was Anne, who is no doubt exactly as she said she would be: with Jesus, on that other shore where every tear is wiped away. 

And finally I think of John Cox and that handsome gray white hair of his, gray long before its time, just like mine. [Laughter.] A great friend, a brilliant mind, an elder in the church, a dear man, a wonderful husband to Diane, a father to his children, in the midst of living, planning his retirement, closing on a house, ready to let others take over the work that he had initiated. Like the storm that swept away so much of us and ours this week, John was swept away from us too, by a different storm, a wind that came and took him from us, unprepared. 

You know, I think it was exactly such as these that the writer of Revelation had in mind. Old John, writing in Patmos by candlelight, as so many of us read and huddled and lived close to candles this week, when he wrote his vision of what might be in God’s own time, with failing eyes but with sharpness of sight. And there in the darkness he saw it, if only from afar, when God would be with us and wipe away every tear from our eyes. 

We have a long way to go from here as a city and as a region in the aftermath of that storm. Hoboken and Jersey City, Long Island, Staten Island, and the Jersey Shore. Hundreds of thousands are still cold and without power in our boroughs. Homes are gone, shorelines reshaped, lives lost, possessions have floated away and burned and flooded. It has not been an easy time for our nation’s economy, and this has not helped. But with God’s help we will make it through. 

As we gather at the Lord’s Table today, we might have done so in the cold, and in the darkness of these walls, which are dark when the lights are out, even in the daytime. We were prepared for that, to worship in the dark, with a few candles and to sing without the organ, maybe with a piano, maybe not. No little wedges of bread cut, no little cups filled by a suction tube. No time to do that. None of the niceties of a sanctuary well dressed was what we expected. The bulletins are basic today, scratched out on Thursday on a pad and printed on Friday because we didn’t know who would be here or whether there would be a choir or would come or what might happen. 

We just plugged in the basics, prelude, hymn, scripture, sermon, prayers, offering, communion. Because what else do you need to worship God? It would be enough if we were just here together. And Sarah, Barbara, Bill, and I knew in planning the service by phone when there was power, and by email when it was working, that there would be two other things we could count on: that we would all want and need to be here. And we were also counting on the belief that the saints would join us here, all the saints, all the ones we know – Bobbie, Anne, Bill, John, the ones we’ll name at the table, all the ones who have gone before, all the ones who are with us now, one way or another. We knew that even in the dark, if that was the way it was, they would still be with us. The place looks nice by candlelight, after all. You notice the windows more when the light is coming through and the rest of the sanctuary is dark. And even in the dimness 

you can see farther than you might think. All the way to heaven sometimes, the way 

John did. 

“For I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth 

had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne of God saying, ‘See, the home of God is among mortals. God will dwell with them, and they will be his peoples. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. 

Death will be no more, mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.” If you look closely, you can see that from here. You can see it with the eyes of faith. You can see it in the darkness, and you can see it in the light. 

