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How many of you have a GPS in your car? How many don’t? I don’t. I’m a map-reader myself, though sometimes to save time I’ll use mapquest. I don’t really want someone telling me, “turn right now,” and who gets upset if I don’t go the way she tells me. I’m good with a map. But no matter which system you use, sometimes you’ll get lost. I remember a time I was driving from Iowa (where I used to live) to Arkansas (where my parents lived) and I drove through Kansas City. I meant to drive around Kansas City, but I ended up in some neighborhoods where it was pretty clear I wasn’t from around there. Sooner or later we all get lost. But there’s always another map or GPS direction to get you turned around. 

But what if you don’t know where you’re going? What if you don’t know your destination? Then what? No GPS or map will help you then. 

My friend Karen Sapio is a minister in Claremont, California, and a member of my lectionary group The Moveable Feast. Karen told us about how, when she was a kid, her dad used to pick up hitchhikers. He used to hitchhike a lot himself and he wanted to pay it forward. So her dad would see a hitchhiker, stop the car, and the guy would stick his head into the passenger side window. Her dad would ask, “Where are you headed?” The hitchhiker would give a destination, and her dad would say, “Well, we can take you as far as…” – wherever it was they were going. That’s how hitchhiking usually worked. 

But one day they stopped to pick a guy up and asked where he was headed and the guy looked perplexed and said, “I don’t know.” There was this long, silent pause, and her dad said, “Well, we’re going to the A&P. Can we take you there?” The young man nodded, got into the car, and they headed to the A&P.
 

“Where are you headed?” 

That’s what the Book of Revelation is all about. If the Book of Genesis is about our beginning, the Book of Revelation is about the end. 
The Book of Revelation is the Bible’s answer to the question, “Where are you headed?” It’s about the end of the journey, the goal, the final chapter of God’s salvation story. It was written for Christians who were being persecuted and isolated and who were under constant siege. If they didn’t know what this was all for, where it was headed, how could they ever have kept the faith? How could they ever keep heart? How do any of us keep heart?
As Sapio writes, the message of Revelation is this: 

The destiny of the universe is that God’s ultimate purposes for Creation will be fulfilled. The story that begins with the divine words, “Let there be light” will have a good ending. In the fullness of time, all that is broken, all that is out of joint, all the forces we see around us and within us that are working against God’s ultimate purposes will be overcome by the power of God’s love and justice.

That’s our destination, and our goal. 
As long as we have one, we can keep going, keep turning around where we need to, keep journeying no matter what the setbacks. 

But if we don’t have a destination, then we’re liable to wander aimlessly, or to stay stuck where we are no matter how bad it is, or we simply go where someone else takes us. 

If we’re not going anywhere, this is all there is, and every disappointment makes you wonder why you bother, and every disaster makes you shake your head, and every betrayal makes you give up on life just a little bit more. 

But God gives us this goal, this end, this destination, and it makes all the difference in the world. 

A pastor named Elizabeth Myer Boulton tells about hiking in the mountains of Haiti, going to see a waterfall.
 This was before the earthquake, and she was enjoying the beauty of the country. 
Our guide assured us that it wasn’t very far, only about 15 minutes or so up the road. Maybe 20. We were on our way to Bassin-Bleu, one of Haiti’s most magnificent waterfalls. The sight of it, said our guide, would take our breath away. It was early in the morning. we filled up our water bottles, lathered up with sunscreen, topped it off with insect repellent, laced up our hiking boots and hit the trail. 

I settled into a good Haitian pace (which proved to be much faster than the sluggish American pace I was used to), and after about an hour of hiking up the steep mountainside, I asked our guide as politely as I could, “Are we getting close? Are we almost there?”

He assured me that the falls weren’t very far, only about 15 minutes or so up the mountain. Maybe 20, he said, and smiled sincerely.
Two hours later, with no waterfall in sight, my lungs were burning, my feet were blistered, my water bottle was bone dry. I couldn’t go any further – even though our guide insisted that the falls weren’t very far now, only about 15 more minutes. I sat down with my back against a tree, totally spent. 

That’s when I saw the woman who had been walking some distance behind us with a basket of 20 or 30 pounds of oranges balanced carefully on her head. She smiled when she saw me, gracefully swung the basket down into her arms and sat down. Then she cut one of her oranges in two, handed me half and said, “We have a saying in Haiti: after mountains, more mountains.”

After mountains, more mountains. 
The mountains can seem insurmountable. In Haiti the ‘mountains’ are poverty and desperate hunger and an incompetent, corrupt government. As Boulton wrote – before the earthquake, the life expectancy for a Haitian man was 55; Haitian women were at high risk of dying in childbirth, and three out of 50 children died before they could even walk. 

But there are mountains everywhere; sometimes you don’t even see them until you are on the journey. 

Boulton writes, 

In the early 1990s, my father was the executive director of an inner-city food bank. For seven years he waged war on poverty with cornflakes and powdered milk. For seven years he packed grocery bag after grocery bag, held fund-raiser after fund-raiser and preached in pulpit after pulpit, doing all he could to make straight a path for God’s generosity to march into the world. Yet after seven years the city was as hungry as it was when he began. He says now that he waged a war on poverty – and lost. 

After mountains, more mountains. 
When I was preparing for this sermon, I came across a quote by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. I didn’t find it in a commentary on the passage from Revelation, but in an essay on our Psalm for the day, Psalm 97. The Psalm makes the claim that in spite all appearances, in spite of how things seem, God is ruler of the universe, and the future is in God’s hands. 

Martin Luther King spent his life trying to convince people to walk alongside him on the road he walked, up one insurmountable mountain after another, no matter how treacherous the journey became. He knew where he was going, and what his goal was. He believed that God was in charge. 

Listen to his words: 
There is a creative force in this universe working to pull down the gigantic mountains of evil, a power that is able to make a way out of no way and transform dark yesterdays into bright tomorrows. Let us realize that the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.

There is a destination. 

Elizabeth Myer Boulton stayed on her journey, too. She writes:

After I finished my orange, I got back up on my feet, and I was refreshed. Fifteen minutes more, I said to myself. Soon I heard the whisper of rushing water in the distance. I couldn’t see Bassin-Bleu yet, but I could hear it and it sounded like justice rolling down. It sounded like God had created a world: I could make out the squeals of young children learning how to walk, the warm tones of women gossiping while washing their laundry, and the proud arguments of old men debating who was the oldest. 

We don’t know how far away we are [from our destination], but we are called to live and to pray and to preach as if it were right around the corner – and to keep on walking. After mountains and more mountains we will come up over a rise and catch sight of that mighty waterfall, and it will take our breath away. 

There is a destination, God’s destination, and we are walking toward it. 

Thanks be to God. 
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