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 The word “apocalypse” means literally “to uncover” or reveal, so the English translation 

“revelation.” It’s a neutral term, really; it doesn’t imply anything about the nature of what is 

being uncovered. Because of our own preconceptions we tend to think of an apocalypse as 

violent and destructive. Yet today we’ve heard two examples of apocalypse, two readings that 

uncover or unveil something hidden and neither of them is frightening or violent. 

 

 Both images, in Isaiah and in Revelation, tell us something about the nature of God and 

what our relationship to God is, or could be. But before we get to that, I think it’s important to 

explore a little bit where these images originate. Something I’ve learned as a student of history, 

and to a certain degree as a Biblical interpreter, but mostly as a history student, is whenever we 

read something from the past, we should always ask ourselves, “why is this writer saying these 

things now?”  

 

 So, for instance, the writer of Isaiah 25 is speaking to people who are at their lowest point 

of despair. Their home has been over-run by a powerful enemy, Babylon, and their main city, 

Jerusalem, has been destroyed. All their leading citizens—royalty, priests, prophets, scribes—

anyone who might be able to reconstruct their society, has been literally carried away, taken into 

exile. Their society is in complete ruins.  

 

 Imagine being among the exiled. How do you look forward after such a pummeling? 

How do you maintain a sense of hope from that position? This past week, as I’m sure many of 

you have, I’ve been reading stories about what happened last Saturday at the Tree of Life 

Synagogue in Pittsburgh. One story in particular is of Dr. Jeff Cohen, president of Allegheny 

General Hospital, where the gunman was taken because he had been injured in the shootout with 

police. Dr. Cohen is a member of Tree of Life Synagogue.  

 

 When asked about this, Dr. Cohen responded, “My job isn’t to judge him. Other people 

give that—that’s a pretty awesome responsibility. My job is to care for him.” The doctor noted 

the irony that this man so filled with hatred toward Jews was being treated for his injuries mostly 

by Jewish nurses and attendants and a Jewish doctor was looking in on him to be sure he was 

okay. But he said something else, he said, “People say that he’s evil, he’s this—he’s some 

mother’s son. And how did get from that to where he is today? That’s going to be a large debate 

that we have to wrestle with as a society.” 

 

 “He’s some mother’s son.” In other words, he’s a person, no matter how evil he may 

have become, he’s still one of us. And in that recognition lies hope. For the author of Isaiah, the 

image of hope in the midst of the people’s misery and despair is a feast; but not a feast only for 

the downcast, a feast for all peoples. “And he will destroy on this mountain the shroud that is 

cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all nations; he will swallow up death forever.” 

This is not an apocalypse for Israel alone; it’s for those who are vanquished and for those who 

conquer.  



 A similar theme can be heard in Revelation. A new heaven and new earth is proclaimed 

as the new Jerusalem descends with the words, “See, the home of God is among mortals”—

among mortals, not just Christians, not just Romans, not just Jews, but among all people. This is 

an all-inclusive vision of what our relationship with God will become. And it points us toward 

how our relationships with one another can change. 

 

 One thing that often gets overlooked in these images from Revelation is the expectation 

that whatever the future holds it will occur right here. The new Jerusalem descends to earth, the 

earth doesn’t go up to it. So what kind of an earth will we be to welcome that future? What kind 

of home for God are we creating? 

 

 If there’s one thing scripture is absolutely clear about, it’s that we live in a world filled 

with conflict and division. At times it seems like scripture celebrates and promotes that; we can 

get the impression from the Bible that God desires us to live in conflict. But when you look at the 

whole sweep of scripture, when you look at the whole Torah, all the prophets, the gospels, the 

writings of the apostles, the overwhelming message is one of harmony. The message is harmony 

in spite of histories of conflict and hatred. 

 

 When we look at the hostility at work in our own society today it’s tempting to imagine 

that we’re experiencing the beginning of the end. It can feel to us as if everything is collapsing. 

For some that’s welcome; they believe we should do everything we can to accelerate it, thinking 

it will trigger God’s response. But it doesn’t work that way. What we have are alternative 

visions. Right now a vision of separation and hostility seems to be dominant, but we can meet 

that vision with one of unity and wholeness. That’s the apocalypse we find in scripture. We are 

not meant for violence and division, however often we seem to fall into it. We are meant for 

harmony, for a feast where all peoples are welcome, for a new earth where God makes a home. 

 

 That may sound naïve to a lot of you, especially in light of events over the last couple of 

weeks. You may find yourselves despairing of the future. Fear eats hope away. But even at their 

darkest moment the people of Israel anticipated a feast; even when the world seemed to be 

falling apart, the writer of Revelation hung onto the assurance that God’s home is among us and 

we are not abandoned.  

 

 So, as always, we’re faced with a choice. We can give in to hatred and fear, hide behind 

barricades and walls to protect ourselves from those we think may harm us. We can simply 

despair and be filled with unrelenting anxiety. Or, like Dr. Cohen, we can choose to see an 

enemy as “some mother’s child.” We can choose to recognize our attachment even to those who 

are hostile to us and extend compassion in spite of what they do. We can reveal ourselves as the 

home of God by seeing the face of God in the other, whoever that may be. The choice is ours to 

make; the home of God is ours to prepare. 

 

Amen 


