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Introduction to Scripture
	Have you ever imagined heaven, what is often called “the after-life”? Of course you have – for the religions and cultures which hold the belief that there is something more after the end of this earthly existence, down the ages folk have imagined what that would look like. You know what I am talking about: the pearly gates, the streets paved with gold, clouds with angels in white robes strumming harps, fields of green where puppies romp. 

	If we hold these common imaginings in mind, perhaps we can approach the last book of the Bible, the Revelation to John, with less hesitation than is usually the case. Because Revelation claims to be the vision granted to one man, named John, of what comes at the end of all things – and that ending is heaven on earth. Here John is given an image of what heaven on earth will look like….
------------------
	In an age and in a society where we take water for granted, we might miss what is central to John’s image of the new heaven and the new earth – the river of the water of life, a river which flows from the throne of God, a river which runs down the street in the middle of the heavenly city, a river which waters the tree of life, a tree which straddles both banks of the stream. For we live in a time and place where clean water is so plentiful we just don’t think about it much: turn the faucet in your home, your school, your place of work, and you can fill your cup to overflowing with cool, potable water. Hop in the shower or bath, and cleansing is a twist of the knob away. 

	But in the ancient middle east, in biblical times, at the times of Jesus and John of Patmos, clean water was a scare and precious commodity, short in supply, always jealously guarded, requiring a good deal of effort to pull from underground wells. When the psalmist sings of being led besides the still waters, hearers can almost taste the cool refreshment which would have been lapped up by sun-parched sheep, it is as if they can feel their bodies coming alive once again through rehydration. So when John receives this image of an ideal new world, the New Jerusalem, of course one of its prominent features is a river.

Today, even as we have access to plentiful, clean, cheap water, that archetype of water as promising refreshment and cleansing is still active in our subconscious. Which is why, I believe, two churches down the Shore, as we say in Jersey, play off the water in the ways they promote their church communities. 

	On the cover of your order of worship today are pictures of two small billboards, posted only feet apart, down on the Boardwalk in Ocean City, New Jersey, where we vacation each summer. Both play off the image of water, and I was struck by the different messages they convey.

	The first, from Cornerstone Community Church, shows an individual carrying a surfboard through the sand along the edge of the ocean.   There is no text beyond identifying the church by name, posting the service times, and adding a telephone number, leaving the viewer to interpret the picture. What I believe the billboard is trying to say is, come and catch the wave, join us for the ride of your life.

	I have never been a surfer, but I have surfed. My uncle had an ocean kayak back when I was a teen, a sit-on-top kayak that had a shallow cockpit which was easily bailed out if you went over, and on days when the surf was high we would take it off the beach and paddle out through the breakers, and then turn and point the bow back towards the strand. 

If you timed it wrong and started your paddling too late, the wave, coming from behind, would lift the stern high in the air, the bow would drop at an alarming angle, and then slide under the surface, driving irresistibly downward until with a jolt it dug into the bottom; as the cresting wave broke, over the front you would be catapulted in a massive wipe-out. 

But if you caught the wave just right, having a full head of steam up just as the wave began to crest, you would go whooshing down the face of the breaker with a tremendous burst of speed, heart pounding and spray flying and having the time of your life. As the Beach Boys would sing, “Catch a wave and you’re sitting on top of the world.”

	I think that even those who have never surfed or kayaked down a wave get that – that most folk have seen enough episodes of Hawaii Five-O or the Wide World of Sports or other depictions of surfing to get what surfing is all about, to know that it can be tremendously exciting, a real adrenaline rush. Something you just don’t get every day.

	So, the billboard is inviting individuals to join a church where people can experience the ride of their life. Because this church knows that what people yearn for is something more – 
they want more than working nine-to-five to make a living, they want to really live; they want more than the routine of work and chores around the home and balancing the checkbook and kids’ soccer on Saturdays and then a Netflix movie Saturday evening – they want life, and life abundant. 

And this, this church is saying, is what Jesus offers individuals – as we read in the Gospel according to John, Jesus came so that we might have life, and life abundant. Not just the good life, but the life that is good. A fullness of life that just cannot be found absent God.

	The second billboard seems to convey a different message. This time, the graphic is of a breaking wave, and there is explanatory text: “Making Waves.” And in smaller print, “Join us in spreading the story of God’s love and salvation.”

	This billboard is inviting people to join a church where people don’t go along to get along, a church which is not just another club where politeness requires that no one rock the boat, a community which does not place as its highest value maintaining the status quo lest someone be offended and take their marbles and go home. This billboard is inviting its viewers to not just come along for the ride, but to make a difference in the world, to stir things up. 

But not to “make waves” for the sake of making waves, the subtext affirms – no, make waves because this is what happens when you spread the story of God’s love and salvation. This church is saying that actions speak louder than words, that being a member of that church is not just a matter of right belief, it is also a matter of right action. 

And beyond that, this billboard seems to be saying, we are about more than your personal faith journey, however exhilarating that may be – here, the emphasis is on the community: “Join us in spreading the story” says the billboard. Join us. Where the other church emphasizes the individual faith journey – remember only one person is depicted carrying that surfboard – here the community of faith is emphasized: “join us.”

	So what is the church? Is the church where we learn to have a better, fuller life, where we can discover a richness of life that eludes us elsewhere, where we can work on our individual faith journey? Or is it a community which is focused outward, a group of folk united in a mission to change the world by making waves of peace and justice and right action? What great questions these are for the day on which Ellie and Annie were baptized into the church of Jesus Christ, for the day on which we all reaffirmed our baptisms into the church.

	Or perhaps this a false dichotomy. Maybe each of those billboards, each of those messages, captures part of what church is all about, and the difference is only one of emphasis. 

The individual faith journey is important – it is up to each of us to take that road, or not, and no one else can do it for us. Jesus says to each of us, “Who do you say that I am?”, and it is up to us to struggle towards our own response to that invitation. 
And no one can live your life for you, no one can reach for that abundant life for you – that is on you, that is each person’s opportunity and decision. You can grab that surfboard and paddle out in search of the ride of your life, or you can nestle down into the sand and watch from there. It is your decision, your life. 

And yet, it is never all about me, and the journey of faith, like any other journey, is best undertaken in company. With trusted guides, with faithful and steady companions, following in the footsteps of those who have gone on before, even, at some point, taking on the leadership role, breaking the trail, reaching back to help one who struggles, maybe even carrying them for a while when they falter and need some help. 

We are part of the body of Christ – together part of an organic whole – and so even as we pursue our individual journeys, work out our salvation, as Paul the Apostle would put it, we do this in company. When the making waves billboard invites the viewer to “join us”, it offers the reassuring message that we are not in this on our own.

Even when, as that same billboard proclaims, we are about making waves together. And the thing is, that it is precisely 
when we are about living faithfully and reaching out to the wider community, 
when we are pursuing peace and justice, 
when we are seeking to transform the world more and more into being the kingdom Christ proclaimed and died for and was raised as evidence of, 
it is when we are making waves that we realize that abundant life which Jesus wants for us, which we want for ourselves. 

For it is when we serve others, when we reach out to help, when we give of our self, that we find that we are most alive. 

It turns out that when we join with Christ in making those waves, when we are working with others to make ever more visible God’s reign of a remade world, that we can feel most alive, most fulfilled, transcending the usual and the hum-drum of a life lived only for me and mine. 

Ask Randy Parker, back in the day, when he came back sore and tired after a day of pounding nails at a Habitat for Humanity build; 
ask Elaine Brouillard after the annual Tree of Life Conference promoting peace in the Middle East wraps up; 
ask Brad Haven and Stan Warren and Chris Haven and all those who made the treks to New Orleans to rebuild homes destroyed by hurricane Katrina.

And ask Carol Allen. You know Carol, how she took a little girl battling cancer under her wing, and under ours. Aleah lived with her grandmother, and they had very little, and so Carol helped organize folk from this church to periodically bring over meals for them, and when Carol learned that Aleah wanted to take ballet lessons, saw that she had the shoes, the outfits, and with our help, the tuition. 

But Carol wanted to do more, so she put together a team to do the Jimmy Fund Marathon Walk, 26.2 miles along the route of the Boston Marathon, to raise over $5000 to support cancer research. Carol trained for months, working up to 20 mile walks as practice. 

And when the big day came, off she went to Hopkinton in the pre-dawn darkness to start that marathon in the dark and rain. And to her dismay, two miles into that trek, despite all that training, she began to suffer – a lot. But still she walked, and at the ten-mile mark there was Aleah to welcome her, to cheer her on – and then vanish into the crowd. On struggled Carol, and those last two miles, she only made through because her daughter was encouraging her every step of the way And then, over eight hours after the start, there was the finish line, and Aleah, that little cancer survivor, with a huge grin, a tremendous hug -- and a large cup of cold water.

Friends, this is the good news: 

Christ calls us to make waves, and to ride the wave, and at the finish, when we hear these words ringing in our ears – “Well done, good and faithful servant” – why then there will be time and enough to lie down besides the still waters, waters which flow from the throne of God, waters which nourish and soothe and restore. 

So grab your boards, the surf’s up, we’ve got some waves to make, and some waves to ride! 

 Can I get a cowabunga? 
--------------------
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