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APOCALYPSE NOWADAYS

Our gospel gives us a revealing conversation with Jesus about the Temple — the grand Jewish edifice
built under Cyrus the Great and refurbished at great expense by Herod. Crowds throng the Temple
scene, going about their business, admiring the splendid architecture. They stand and stare at the glory
and grandeur of this pinnacle of Jewish worship. They point up at the pillars, standing tall against the
Mediterranean sun.

Jewish historian, Josephus wrote: ‘now the outward face of the Temple (...) was covered all over with
plates of gold of great weight, and, at the first rising of the sun, reflected back a ...fiery splendour, and
made those who forced themselves to look upon it...to turn their eyes away, just as they would have
done at the sun’s own rays (John Pridmore, The word is very near you, p.
324)
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So our gospel conjures up this scene, with people standing around saying
how wonderful the building is, noticing how it is ‘adorned with beautiful
stones and gifts to God’, and those commenting inviting Jesus to join in. He

- 4 il gt simply refuses. He acts like that awkward Christmas guest who doesn’t want
to play along W|th the mood, and doesn’t seem bothered about the atmosphere that their non-
involvement creates.

To the exclamations about the beauty of the Temple, Jesus simply responds: ‘As for these things that
you see, the days will come when not one stone will be left upon another, all will be thrown down'’

You can imagine the awkward silence afterwards. Not one mention of the significance of the building.
Not one mention of how important it was for the Jews to preserve it as a sign of their being set apart by
God. Not one acknowledgement that faith in God was in any way bound up with a religious building. We
imagine the people walking off in silence looking awkwardly at each other as they came down the steps,
thinking to themselves, ‘What on earth was all that about?’

We’ve seen, in recent sermons, how prophets (those who tell it as it is) are often unpopular. They are
unpopular because they say the hard things, the things no one wants to hear. Jesus is seeing into the
future here. Right then and there, Jesus’ gives a prophecy that the Temple will not remain; instead it will
fall victim to warring troops at some point in the future. His prophecy came true in 70AD with the sack
of Jerusalem, under Titus, who led 30,000 soldiers into the city and took the Temple apart bit by bit.

As for his disciples, whether upset, angry, or just plain puzzled, they needed to continue this
conversation, so they ask him: ‘when will this will be and what will be the sign that all these things are
about to take place?’ As Jews they would not have been strangers to the apocalyptic — the idea that God
will bring history to a final, sudden conclusion, as the kingdom of God is finally ushered in.

It is part of Christian theology that God holds history in his hands; that ‘wars and rumours of wars’ are
just the first birth pangs before the old order we see around us passes away to usher in the new.
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Some of you will have experienced birth pangs yourself; | certainly have. They always tell you in NCT
classes that when your birth pangs start, don’t go to hospital until they’re five minutes apart. Luckily for
me, I’'m married to a rowing coach, who’s very handy with a stopwatch. So in January 1994 my birth
pangs were minutely timed, and when they were exactly 5 minutes apart, Chris drove me to Eastbourne
District General and Thomas was born.

The timing thing somewhat fell apart with subsequent children — but what we note about birth pangs is
that they may be painful, but they will surely lead to something being born. Christians believe it is the
same with history. War, famine, pestilence: these are birth pangs of a world crying out to be transformed
into something new. This apocalyptic understanding of history — the idea that things will come to an
abrupt and for some, terrifying end - is perhaps easier for mankind to grasp than it used to be, as we
survey the negative outcomes of human activity on the earth.

What is our attitude to be when we see things on the news we’d rather not
dwell on — yet another cataclysmic hurricane, famine; nations in conflict and |
so many war-dead that we remember each year? Jesus says: ‘do not be
terrified, for these things must take place first, but the end will not follow
immediately’. He also warns his disciples that false Messiahs will come — but |
that we shouldn’t go after them. Some people have always been obsessed
with the end of the world and convinced it is literally upon us...

Jesus rounds off this discourse by warning his disciples that their witness to

him my well cost them their lives. Out of all the 12 disciples, only John lived into old age — the rest lost
their lives testifying to Jesus Christ. Still today many Christians lose their lives as a result of their faith in
Christ — this has been flagged most notably recently in Nigeria.

How should we think about these things today? I’'m guessing most of us don’t spend that much time
thinking about the ‘great and terrible Day of the LORD’, as Malachi did in 450BCE: 'See, the day is coming,
burning like an oven when all the arrogant, and all evil doers will be stubble...’

Iy Ut that hasn’t stopped the apocalyptic capturing the imagination of writers and film

TOMORROW makers down the years. In fact, there are so many films that deal with this topic that
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the end of the world is almost every day for Hollywood, rather
than a subject for extraordinary exploration.

We’ve all rolled our eyes at the traditional end of the world
sandwich board warnings, but nowadays it doesn’t take much to
. imagine all the ways, whether by eco-cide, robots, nuclear or
technological meltdown, we humans could end up ending our

own existence.

And climate anxiety (as one quite understandable response) is on the rise, especially
amongst young people. Maybe you have suffered with it too. One psychiatrist commented ‘the planet is
having major issues and being aware of those difficulties is not a disorder or a disease. It’s a totally
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appropriate and sensible reaction’. She added: ‘It’s incredibly frequent that | have young people in my
clinic saying: “I don’t see a future, | don’t want to have a child”’ (Telegraph online, 31.10.21).

Sometimes our current state leads to a deadening response to global catastrophes simply because of
their frequency. There’s no way any of us can be constantly engaging with the suffering produced by
earthquake, famine and deadly conflict, without our own mental health suffering. A hundred years ago
we wouldn’t even know that there’d been another hurricane on the other side of the world, and so 24/7
news is a double- edged sword: it informs us with immediacy, but it creates a sense that the world is
constantly on the brink —and this is very bad for our nervous systems.

At the same time as the danger of over-identifying with global suffering, our current digital culture
presents us with the surface of things in order to avoid anything deep. Our attention spans are being
degraded, many of us are on information overload. We're just about keeping our heads above water. To
engage with God’s ultimate plan for history seems like much too big a step; we can hardly keep up with
what we’re supposed to be doing three days from now.

Amidst this confusion, Jesus says ‘do not be terrified’. He reminds us that sadly birth-pangs are normal
in this world: something else is being born. Meanwhile he invites us not to be led astray: false Messiahs
are also, sadly, normal. We should not be surprised if we get pushback for our faith in Jesus. ‘But not a
hair of your head will perish. By your endurance you will gain your souls.

Let’s sum up a biblical response to ‘the great and terrible Day of the Lord’, then.

1. Our faith is of central importance in how we perceive world events.

2. Being ready to stand up for that faith will be part of being a Christian today. We don’t need to prepare
in advance what to say — God will give wisdom.

3. We can be wary of False Messiahs and the things they promise.

4. And finally, returning to Malachi’s description of the end: ‘For you who
revere my name, the sun of righteousness shall rise, with healing in its
wings and you shall go out leaping like calves from the stall’.

Even so, come, Lord Jesus! Amen.
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