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Grace and Peace Comes Toward Us!
We think of the Book of Revelation as a scary book, dark and foreboding.  It is the book religious fanatics like to use to beat us into fear and submission or if we can’t go along with them, we reject the book altogether.  I want you to listen to its words as though they were coming from your favorite part of the Bible.
“Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come.”  Can you think of a greeting more deeply consoling?  
My brother, who is challenged with bi-polar, married a woman named Grace.  It is his second marriage after the first tragically ended leaving him cut-off from his two daughters.  Then Grace came along:  gentle, forgiving, compassionate and yet strong enough to hold the line when she needed to.  The whole family agreed that in marrying Grace he had found it!  They have been married 16 years now and the years have not always been easy but they have been grace to each other.
“Grace to you and peace from him who is and was and who is to come.”   The grace and peace the book of Revelation points toward is not for a season, cannot be measured in years, and comes from “him who is and was and who is to come.”  People who come into our lives sometimes leave us or we leave them, but Jesus, the logos, the pre-existing Word of truth “is”, “was” and “is to come.” Past, present, and future blend. The grace and peace coming toward us has an almost unimaginable depth; it existed before time and continues to come toward us endlessly.  Can you think of a relationship more secure and more stabilizing?  It is there for us without reference to what’s happening in the world and will always be there no matter what happens—even if our earth’s environment goes up in smoke, still, the grace and peace of our Lord will be coming toward us and hold us in being.
This grace and peace comes “from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.”  Christ is the reliable witness who tells the truth about the way the world is.  He sees us as God sees us and shows us God’s response to our arrogance.  And God’s response is not what we think!  While we visit war and destruction on that which we consider evil, God offers grace and peace.  Though we killed him God raised him in an unimaginable act of Grace and Peace.  We who kill him join him in being raised from the dead.  It is all grace and peace.  Who can believe it!  Can you find any punitive violence coming from God toward you in this passage?
This Jesus who is full of grace and peace is “the ruler of the kings of the earth.”  Underneath all the tumult and confusion, all the contention between countries and regions, religions and cultures; God’s grace and peace form the bedrock of truth and reality.  We are the ones thrashing about accusing each other and being accused.  The entire swirl has nothing to do with God.  Let’s shift focus to the scene of Jesus before Pilate:
Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?”
Our text has us at headquarters and the powerful Pilate, Rome’s man in Jerusalem enters the room.   He asks Jesus if he thinks he is the King of the Jews.  Before Jesus can answer he needs to know why Pilate asks it.  Is Pilate motivated by a search for deep truth?  Is he open to seeing how the man before him is the ruler of the kings of the earth but rules in a way bathed in grace and peace?   Jesus asks:

Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?

If he is asking because others have told him about Jesus, then Pilate is coming from a place of fear and political self-preservation rather than a search for life’s cohesive center.  Pilate’s edgy response tells Jesus all he needs to know.
I am not a Jew, am I?  Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me.  What have you done?

Pilate makes it clear he lives and acts out of a world built on being over-against others.  It is a world divided and defended against those it has pushed out.  It is the way of the world; the world of “us and them” where the outsider has always done something to cause “them” to be excluded.  Pilate quickly recovers from Jesus’ searching question and takes authority over Jesus by asking him what he has done.

Jesus now knows that Pilate and he are living in two different worlds; the real world where love is at the core and compassion and forgiveness the primary movers, or the world of “us and them”, each over-against the other, where humans typically dwell with so much confusion and violence. With this awareness he fashions his response.

My kingdom is not from this world.  (N. T. Wright says a better translation would be “My kingdom isn’t the sort that grows in this world.) If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.  But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.

There we have it!  Jesus is coming from an utterly different place from all other humans.  It is a place so astoundingly new and out of the blue that the language used to describe it must shatter the normal meaning of words to convey it.  Jesus’ world is not like our world of over-against.  It is a world reconciled and at peace with God and neighbor.  Jesus says to Pilate, if I where from an “over-against” world my followers would be fighting you to keep me from being here in this courtroom before you.  But they aren’t.  No, I am coming from a different reality.   The kingdom I am living before you embodies grace and peace.  I want you to see this truth and live from within its hope.  “For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.”  Grace and peace are destined to rule the world.  This is the truth.  Do we believe this?  This is why the writer of the book of Revelation says Christ is ruler of the kings of the earth.  

Two forces contend for control of history, rivalry and violence, or grace and peace.  Each finds representation in this scene from the Gospel of John.  Who will be king?  Pilate appears to have the upper hand and Jesus submits to his authority but we know it does not end when Pilate washes his hands.  The Logos of truth will have the last word and it will be a word of grace and peace.  Even the bloodshed turns into grace and peace.
There is no violence coming toward us even though we sometimes think there should be.  Instead we find ourselves offering a prayer of Thanksgiving and acclamation.  As John the writer of Revelation puts it:  “To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever.  Amen.”  We are a kingdom and Christ Jesus is our King and he reigns through grace and peace.  We are of a different order than Pilate.  Ours is a world where there are no enemies and all have been reconciled.  We are priests of a new reality—interpreters of a truth hidden from the world.  We know we are loved through and through and there is no need for rivalry and violence.  We each have all we need.  
John’s ecstatic vision nurtures us even when we are in the midst of tragic times—as some in our parish are these days.  It lifts us out of our rainy dreariness and focuses us on the reality that is coming.  

Look!  He is coming with the clouds; every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail.  So it is to be.  Amen.
The wailing from all the tribes comes from seeing all the violence and terror they have inflicted on each other and themselves.  All of it was unnecessary.  They would not have needed to go through that!  Even those who pierced him see him coming and he is coming with grace and peace.  
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