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Erna Stevenson Chapter & verse

How fitting it is that Christian 
Aid Week should fall in the 
season of Easter! It is in the 
event of the resurrection that 

God’s emphatic ‘NO’ to suffering and 
death, to humiliation and offence, to 
injustice and oppression, can be heard 
the loudest. The heart of the Easter 
message is that the presence of God, 
God’s ‘YES’ to life in all its fullness, did 
not end with Jesus’ brutal execution 
but remained accessible in the lives of 
his followers. It is useful to think about 
this as we contemplate some of the 
harsh situations where Christian Aid is 
engaged on our behalf.

As followers of Christ, we cannot 
but affirm Christian Aid’s summary 
manifesto: ‘We believe in life before 
death’. We want to say ‘Yes’ to abundant 
life for all, we want to say ‘No’ to 
everything that prevents it happening. 
Those whose hope is in the risen Christ 
cannot say things like: ‘That’s just how 
it is.’ The power of the resurrection does 
not only make a new vision possible, it 
compels us to tangible acts of love and 
peace, to giving without counting 
the cost. 

In Revelation, we see a 
vision of what the world would 
look like in the light of the 
New Creation heralded by 
Christ’s resurrection. The city 
described there is the picture 
of a perfect society. It is vast 
and open to all. There is no 
room in it for pain, death or 
suffering. God and people 
dwell together because there is 
nothing that would disrupt the 
relationship, or relationships 
between peoples.

New Jerusalem, as perceived in a 
first-century vision, is an inverted 
mirror image of how things are in our 
21st-century world. Many slums in 
developing countries have no clean 
water – yet there is ample water 
gushing from the heavenly city’s spring 
of life. Some slum communities must 
pay for clean and safe water – but in 
the vision, water is freely available to 
all. Many slum dwellings are small, 
windowless shacks – but the glory 
of God gives light in New Jerusalem. 
There are parts of the world where 
human waste flows uncovered in the 
streets, right by people’s homes. The 
water of life, sparkling like crystal, 
flows through the heavenly city’s 
streets. Sickness is rife in our world – 
yet, in the vision, trees of life provide 
continuous nourishment and their 
leaves are for the healing of nations.

Parts of the vision are surprising. ‘I 
saw no temple in the city …’. What? No 

worship? It turns out that the heavenly 
city does not need a temple because 
it is already filled with the immediate 
presence of God. Another surprise is 
the economics of the New Jerusalem. 
You would think that there would be 
no room for worldly wealth in the holy 
city, but in the Revised English Version 
of this text, quite the opposite seems to 
be the case; it says that ‘the splendour 
and wealth of the nations’ will be 
brought to the new society. The only 
proviso is that the wealth cannot be 
gained by unclean methods, or supplied 
by foul or false means. In the age of 
financial scandals, perhaps these words 
also speak to us.

The first-century vision seems to 
be tailor-made for our 21st-century 
problems. Christ, who is the centre of 
that vision, is the best model of how 
to feel compassion for poor and 
marginalised people, how true love 
does not shy away from the unclean, 
unpleasant, unsanitised things of the 
world. His Spirit drives us to respond to 
life with the same transforming love as 
he did. 

We have not been left without 
current-day visionaries either. Christian 
Aid has the same transformative vision 
God calls us to, and acts practically, for 
all people, to realise this vision – as 
John did for the first Christians. For one 
week this month (from 14 to 20 May) 
Christian Aid asks for a concrete sign of 
our faith and discipleship, offering us 
the opportunity to roll up our sleeves 
and serve others. 

Christian hope is more than just a 
vision. Vision on its own can be mere 
fantasy. Our resurrection faith leads 
us to believe that what might seem 
impossible can, and must, happen. 
Easter calls us to respond to our call to 
be co-workers of the new creation, and 
to play our part in making the miracle 
of heaven a reality on earth. 
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‘Christian hope is more 
than just a vision’

‘The resurrection makes a new vision 
possible, and compels us to act’
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‘… the city has no need of sun or moon … for the glory of God is its light … People will 
bring into it the glory and the honour of the nations … and the leaves of the tree are 
for the healing of the nations. ...’

Revelation 21:22-22:5
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Pictured: Jugnu Children’s 
Education project in New Delhi
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Chapter & verse – Erna Stevenson (page 18)
Read Revelation 21:22-22:5 followed by Erna Stevenson’s article.

1. If Christian Aid’s manifesto summary is ‘We believe in life before death’, what manifesto 
summary would you choose for yourself or your church?’

2. How does Erna sum up the meaning of Easter in the first paragraph of ‘Chapter & verse’, 
and what does this have to do with the work of organisations like Christian Aid?

3. In paragraph four, Erna mentions some ways in which New Jerusalem is ‘an inverted mirror 
image of how things are in our 21st-century world’. Looking at the passage in Revelation, can 
you see others? 

4. In paragraph six, Erna suggests that Revelation’s words about money in New Jerusalem 
speak to us. What might they say? 

5. Christ, says Erna in paragraph seven, ‘is the best model of how to feel compassion for poor 
and marginalised people’. What stories can you think of from the Gospels that exemplify this? 
What model does Jesus give us in these stories?

6. Do you think that the New Jerusalem of Revelation is a prediction of the future, or is it 
talking about the here and now? 

7. Erna ends by saying that Christian hope involves both vision and action. What action is 
demanded of us?

For further reflection: ‘The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like 
the ox; but the serpent – its food shall be dust! They shall not hurt or destroy on all my holy 
mountain, says the Lord.’ Isaiah 65:25

Prayer: Father, you have placed before us a vision of a different way for the world to be. 
We confess that we are one reason the world is not as it should be, but we pray that your 
resurrection will be at work within us and within our world, bringing the New Jerusalem onto 
the earth. Amen.


