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WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE?

Part VI

“What Is the Meaning of End Times?  
Exploring Eschatology”
The Reverend Dena McPhetres
One of the children in our congregation asked me a riddle last Sunday. It goes like this: “What is always coming, but never comes?” I answered, “The eschaton!” But she said, “No, the answer is: tomorrow.” There’s always tomorrow. Or is there?

Eschatology is the last topic we take up in our “What Do You Believe” sermon series, appropriately so, since eschatology is the study of last things, such as: the end of human history, the end of the world, the end of our lives, and the meaning of death. Happy Valentine’s Day! Let’s dive in! 

For the end is near, arguably, for any of us at any time. I could get hit by a bus today and so could you. Any one of us could die of a heart attack tonight, or receive diagnosis of a terminal illness on Monday morning. Nuclear war or the Armageddon of global climate change loom on the horizon.

What do we do with the knowledge of our mortality? It is how we choose to live with the knowledge of our inevitable death, and what meaning we make out of the possible end of all things, that constitutes our personal theology of End Times.

There are both secular and religious versions of the End Times for us to consider and perhaps to draw upon. Let’s start by looking at the genre of apocalyptic writing in the Bible. 

There are two apocalyptic books in the Bible: one in the Hebrew scriptures, and one in the Christian scriptures. The book of Daniel in the Older Testament and the book of Revelation in the Newer Testament share many characteristics. 

The author of Daniel and the author of Revelation are both unknown. Nobody knows who wrote these books. But the authors each chose a pen name, the name of a famous biblical figure, to give their book more credibility and authority. The author of “The Revelation to John” is not John, but puts his words in John’s mouth, so people will listen. The same can be said of the author of Daniel.

Each of these books contains characteristic features. First of all, they have in common the word “apocalypse” which means revelation or unveiling. They contain an unveiling or a vision of the future. Both books describe the present age as evil and the imminent future age as good. They predict a battle between the forces of good and the forces of evil. They use bizarre symbolism, which you have to read the footnotes to understand. And each book has the stock figure of an Interpreting Angel who tells us what the vision means.

Although these are books of prophecy that claim to predict the future, they were actually written much later than the time in which they are set. What I mean to say is, the book of Daniel, for example, sets the character Daniel as a Jewish exile in Babylon in the 6th century BCE. But there are clues in the text that indicate the book was written much later, in 167 BCE. The story is set during the time when Jews were oppressed by the empire of Babylon. But the writer was writing during the time when Jews were persecuted by the Syrian empire.

It’s like the movie “M*A*S*H.” The story in the movie takes place during the Korean war, but it was written during the time of the Vietnam war. The audience hears the resonance, and the subtle, or not so subtle, critique of the present time.

So, even though the apocalyptic books in the Bible are REALLY bizarre, and seem quite disconnected from ordinary life, they come out of the context in which the author was living. Let me say more about that, with the help of biblical scholar Bart Ehrmann.

Ehrmann says that apocalyptic thinking and End Time literature “originated among Jewish thinkers who had grown dissatisfied with the traditional answer for why there is suffering in the world, the answer of the prophets, that suffering came to God’s people because they had sinned.” 

You see, people noticed that even when they did not sin, even when they were following the commandments, they still suffered. “As a nation, they suffered drought, famine, pestilence, crops failing, political upheavals, and enormous military setbacks, especially when the northern kingdom was destroyed by the Assyrians in 722 BCE and the southern kingdom by the Babylonians in 586 BCE.” 

The classical prophets, like Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, urged the Israelite people to repent of their evil ways, return to God, follow the law from Moses, and things would get better. But, as Ehrmann points out, “the historical problem was that there were times when the people did return to God and it made absolutely no difference in their lives of suffering. In fact, there were times when it was because they returned to following the ways of God that they suffered, when foreign powers oppressed them precisely because they insisted on following the laws that God had given Moses. How could one explain suffering then? The people must not be suffering for their sins — they were now suffering for their righteousness. . . it was not God that was punishing them, it was the enemies of God that were punishing them.”
The book of Daniel was written when the Jewish people were suffering terribly under the Syrian empire, specifically under the rule of Antiochus Epiphanes. Because the Jewish people had not taken on all the Greek customs, Antiochus defiled their temple and attacked Jerusalem, burning it, destroying houses, and taking women and children captive.

He ordered the people to give up their Jewish customs. He burned the Torah, and put to death anyone who was found with a Torah scroll. He put to death women who had had their baby boys circumcised and hung the infants from their mothers’ necks. Things were bad.

In this context, the old prophetic view was not adequate to explain such suffering. A new explanation developed. Apocalyptic thinking arose as a new answer to why bad things happened to good people. It was the cosmic forces of evil that caused the suffering of people who were doing God’s will. 

But the terrible suffering and persecution would not last forever, the new explanation promised. God would intervene in human history, and overthrow the forces of evil, set up the kingdom of God where there would be no more suffering and misery. And this would happen really soon.

By the time of Jesus’ ministry, Jewish apocalyptic thought was widespread. In the earliest gospels, Jesus is portrayed as giving a message about the end times. In the gospel of Mark, Jesus’ first words are: “The Kingdom of God is very near. Repent and believe the good news!” Apparently, Jesus sincerely thought the end of the world was near and that his own generation would see it arrive.

Early Christians interpreted Jesus’ death as the beginning of the End Times. They expected to see the Second Coming within their lifetimes. When that didn’t happen, they had to revise their thinking. In fact, every time the end of the world is predicted, and it doesn’t happen, people have to revise their thinking. So why does this idea persist?

Originally, the apocalyptic message was a message of hope and comfort to those who were suffering oppression and persecution. In a kind of heavy-handed way, the apocalyptic message assured people (in that great Midwestern phrase) “things could be worse,” and they will get worse until all hell breaks loose and God brings the Day of Judgment, the powerful are punished, and the oppressed rewarded and given eternal life.

There is a simple formula to apocalyptic thought that brings order to the chaos of suffering. Life is viewed in dualistic terms. There is good and there is evil. Things are bad now because the world is in the grip of evil forces. But God will intervene, the bad guys will be punished, and the good guys rewarded. 

There is a paradox of pessimism and hope embedded in this belief: there is nothing we can do about the war between good and evil, but we will be vindicated on the Day of Judgment. And it’s coming really soon, so hold on, just a little longer. And a little longer, and a little longer. Because what is always coming, yet never comes? The End Times. And the longer they don’t come, it seems, the more elaborate the prediction becomes.

After Jesus’ death, few hundred years after the book of Daniel was written, the book of Revelation was written, also during a time of suffering and oppression. This time it was the Romans persecuting the Christians. The story is set in the time of the Babylonian empire, but Babylon is just a code name for Rome. And the number 666 stands for the Emperor Nero. Apparently, if you take the Hebrew letters for Nero, convert them to their corresponding numbers, and add them up, you get 666.

The book of Revelation contains elaborate visions of seven golden lamp stands, the throne of heaven, the four creatures, the mark of the beast, the scroll with seven seals, the four horses, the seven last plagues, the seven bowls filled with the wrath of God, Christ on a white horse defeating the armies of God’s adversaries, the Judgment Day, the resurrection of the dead, the Lake of Fire for the damned, and finally a New Heaven and a New Earth where God wipes every tear from every eye.

In the 20th century, over 15 million people read the book Left Behind: a Novel of the Earth’s Last Days by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, which, as you may know, begins with the Rapture, when God snatches the righteous right out of this world, leaving their clothes behind in a little heap. 

“Left Behind” is actually a whole series of novels, (because there is never really an end to the end times!) There was also a “non-fiction” book of interpretation published in 1999, at the turn of the millennium, to explain the prophecy in the novels. It’s called, Are We Living in the End Times: Current Events Foretold In Scripture and What They Mean.” It has helpful little charts of the Second Coming that show the point of the Rapture, then the 7-10 year Tribulation, and then the Glorious Appearing.

I would laugh, but for the effects of people taking the novel “Left Behind” and the Book of Revelation seriously and interpreting it literally in our own generation. There are people who believe that Israel will be the place of the final battle between good and evil, so they send money to support Israel, because they believe that a strong Israel will aggravate its neighbors and bring on that final battle and hence, the Second Coming of Christ.

I might laugh at this belief, but for how focusing on the apocalypse distracts people from working to relieve suffering and to change the conditions that cause suffering right now. Apocalyptic thinking has the unethical consequence of excusing human beings from responsibility for the present condition of this world. 

We have secular versions of the End Times, too. The end of human history could come in the form of nuclear war. The end of life on earth could come in the form of global climate change. I was talking to someone during coffee hour who noticed that the difference between the secular and religious versions of the End Time, is that the secular version is more depressing, because it holds out no hope. Except for the movie “Wall-E,” perhaps!

If you are one of those who feels the doom of an unavoidable and impending environmental crisis, yet continues to try to do what you can to heal the earth, perhaps these words from Mohandas Gandhi can be of some comfort. He said, “Everything is futile, but we must do it anyway. Satisfaction lies in the effort, not in the attainment. Full effort is full victory.”
And what about the end of the universe? As Drew teaches in his Building Your Own Theology class, “Many astrophysicists say the universe is likely to end (billions of years from now, fortunately) either by fire or by ice: when, depending upon the distribution of gravitational forces, all matter either collapses back upon itself (fire) or expands indefinitely into a vast, frozen wasteland approaching absolute zero (ice).”
Even if these secular or scientific versions of the End Times don’t arrive, surely our own individual deaths will. How best shall we live, knowing our lives are limited? Do we hope for some form of immortality in an afterlife? Or do we live the best we can in this life, trusting that the meaning of our life will live on in our children and grandchildren, or the things we created, or the ways we helped to heal the brokenness and suffering in the world?

At the turn of the recent millennium, Rae Sikora, co-founder for the Center for Compassionate Living, spoke at a conference. She asked a thousand people at the conference, “If you had only twenty-four hours left to live, where would you spend it? How would you spend it, and who (if anyone) would you have with you?”
When she read their answers on small slips of paper, not one person said, “I will watch TV; I will sit in front of the computer; I will sit in traffic for hours in my car; I will fight with those who don’t see things my way; I will go shopping; I will figure out how to make more money.” Not one said, “I will stay indoors; I will just go to sleep; I will worry about my hair and my weight; I will not be good to myself and those around me.”
Instead, she reported, the thousand slips of paper spoke of loving family and friends, being in the most beautiful places on earth, making peace with all beings (especially those we have needlessly harmed), waking up, and spreading as much peace and laughter and honesty and touch as possible in those last hours.

If your end time is coming soon, how do you want to spend your last days? What do you want to leave behind? And what do you believe will live on after you are gone?

Forrest Church proposes in his book Love & Death, that it is not so much life after death that we can be sure of, but it is love after death that is real. He writes, “After death our bodies may be resurrected. Our souls may transmigrate. We may join our loved ones in heaven. Or we may return the constituent parts of our being to the earth from which it came and rest in eternal peace. About life after death, no one knows. 

“But about this we surely know: there is love after death. Not only do our finest actions invest life with meaning and purpose, but they also live on after us . . .  when we ourselves die, the love we have given to others is the one thing death can’t kill.”
So, on this Valentine’s Day, may I suggest that perhaps love is the end toward which all our lives are moving.
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