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Apocalypse and the Kingdom of God
15 November 2009

Proper 28 B:  Daniel 7:9-14; Psalm 145:8-14; Hebrews 10:11-18; Mark 13:24-32
We are winding down the church year.  Next Sunday, the Feast of Christ the King, is the last Sunday in our current liturgical year.  After that, we begin again with Advent.  As is usual for this time of year, the readings for this Sunday are about the end of time thus ending the Christian year with apocalyptic images. The word, apocalypse, comes from a Greek word meaning to uncover, to reveal.  The word has become a part of our contemporary vocabulary, such as The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse – War, Famine, Pestilence, and Death; the word has also been used in movie titles.  

Today’s OT reading of Daniel’s vision and the reading from Mark’s gospel use apocalyptic language.  It is marked by symbolic images describing the end of the world.  Apocalyptic literature was written under oppressive governments in language coded to deliberately keep them secretive and hard to understand by the casual reader.  They tell of an immanent cosmic cataclysm in which God destroys the ruling powers of evil. They were written for the direction and delight of those who were outside the system ruled over by the oppressive powers that be and thus frightened the establishment.  

People on the margins of society still today develop their own kind of language, like some “Rap” music to enable their daring denunciation of certain aspects of society and their delight in dissent.

The challenge to Christians is how to incorporate the sense of urgency contained in these passages into our modern understanding.

The Book of Daniel was written by an anonymous author about 165 BCE in the time of Syrian and Greek tyrannical rule. The Emperor, Antiochus IV, had interrupted the Temple sacrifices at Jerusalem, sacrificed a pig on the altar, hanged Jews for keeping the Sabbath, forced others to eat pork, and killed others at their prayers.  So this book was written practically in a secret code, to give hope and encouragement to the oppressed Jews in the face of tyranny.

Mark’s “little apocalypse” which is the entirety of his 13th chapter, was written under another tyranny – the Roman Empire, as was the Revelation to John.  It was written probably in the eighties, about events that happened in the thirties and forties, within living memory of the events.  Around 40 CE the Emperor Caligula set up his own statue for worship in the Temple in Jerusalem.  This was not a minor infraction and outraged the Jews. Mark couldn’t have named and shamed the Romans outright because they were still in control of Jerusalem.  And so he uses secretive, apocalyptic language to get his message across.  
But the one thing about apocalyptic writings is that there is always hope.  The end of the world may come, the old way may be destroyed, but those who obey God’s commandments will be rewarded.  The faithful remnant will be saved and there will be change. 

Our reading from Daniel concludes a vision of a scene of the divine judgment of God and the passing of earthly kingdoms to make room for the Kingdom of God.  At the beginning of Chapter 7 Daniel has just had a vision of four beasts representing the various kingdoms which had dominated and oppressed Israel – the Babylonian Empire, the Medes, the Persians and the latest being the Greeks. 
Told in striking imagery the vision depicts the Ancient of Days – God – sitting on his fiery throne surrounded by his court.  The record books are examined and judgment is given. The boastful “horn” (not one that is blown, but which grows out of the head) – Antiochus IV – and the Greek empire are singled out for destruction.  God then gives to the “one like a son of man…authority, glory and sovereign power.”  (7:14) This figure represents the faithful Jews and is symbolic of the future people of Israel.  The vision ends with a message of hope for Israel, “His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.” (7:14)
In our gospel reading, Mark places the preaching of Jesus about the Supreme Tribulation described earlier in Chapter 13 as the last of his preaching just before his arrest and judicial murder.  As with Daniel, it is a message calling Jesus’ followers to a state of readiness for the immanent coming of the Kingdom of God.  
The disciples were living in a very uncertain moment for them. Jesus was preparing them for his death and leaving them.  He uses the imagery of a budding fig tree as a symbol of hope and promise to assure them and us he will return to claim this world to himself again and to bring in God’s rule. 


What timely texts are our readings for today. I would guess that every generation has heard them and felt them speaking to it in a special way. Like the disciples we live in times of uncertainty.  For many people current events suggest that the end of the world will soon be at hand. When we watch the nightly news, most of it is not good and some of it is downright frightening.  We live in a world of terrorism and suicide bombings; of  drugs and violence; fear of losing one’s job, or not ever finding a job, fear of disease, fear of loneliness.  We worry about our economic future and our health; HIV/AIDS continues to plague us.  Many have suffered loss and know grief all to well. 

Many believe that the apocalyptic writings of the Bible – especially the book of Revelation – are a road map for the end of the world. They spend a lot of time trying to match current events with the images and prophecies contained in those writings. 
 
The problem with that approach is that people have been trying it for centuries, and it hasn't proven out yet. Prophecy in those times did not mean foretelling the future, but providing a commentary on the present. 
However, it can feel like things are so out of control, so awful, that no other resolution is possible but the end of the world, as we know it. These feelings come out of our fear and grief over some of the realities of our lives. We feel stuck and hopeless, and we can see no way out; no way to fix the problem.
 
Hope and faithfulness can seem like fleeting dreams, like foolishness, when our lives and our world are in turmoil. How can we be hopeful in the face of tragedy and loss? How can we remain faithful when things seem hopeless, and we are wondering where God is in the midst of our despair?

As we seek answers to these questions, the writer of the letter to the Hebrews assures us that we can find God at work in our confusion and uncertainty:  Although not apocalyptic writing, our reading from Hebrews, along with Daniel and Mark, points to the reason we need not fill up our time with anxiety and fear and hopelessness.

The reading contrasts the priestly role of Jesus with the priests of the day.  To obtain forgiveness of sins the priests repeated the temple ritual of animal sacrifice over and over again.  Their work was essentially futile because it was never finished.  On the other hand, Jesus finished his work.  His one-time sacrifice of himself for our sins was enough.  Jesus fulfilled the promised new covenant with God through which our sins are forgiven and God’s laws are written in our hearts.  Given such confidence, we are to be unwavering in our hope and strong in our encouragement of one another. All three of today’s readings point to a hope and confidence in the ultimate triumph of God.

As the fig tree’s leaves herald the coming of summer, we can look around us and see the signs of God’s promises becoming true in the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, in the first non-racial democratic elections in this country; in the multitude of responses in aid to those who suffer from natural and human-initiated disasters; in dedicated congregations that have ministries feeding the hungry, ministering to the sick, and tutoring the young. 

Our God is alive and present in these and other magnificent ways!  We need not give in to despair.  Our hope is great! The Kingdom of God has already come in Jesus Christ, but it has not come in all its completeness.  God is not through with us!  We have a God who cares; we have a God who redeems the time!  This is what apocalyptic literature is telling us.

If someone asks you, “Do you think we are in the last days?” the answer is a resounding NO!!!  There’s too much evil left to defeat, there’s too much good for the Church to do for this to be the END of time. Without in the least denying that an end to the created order will come in God’s time, our Christian duty is to do what Jesus tells us to do, to live creatively and responsibly in the present age, responding to God’s call to be God’s people.

Jesus will come again “with power and great glory” in due season – even in the midst of a world of hectic schedules that pull us in different directions. In this reality Jesus warns us, “Don’t worry about the world ending; worry about living well, about being a good disciple.  Hunger and thirst for righteousness, justice, peace and holiness.”  We do not need to wait for the end of the age and the return of Jesus in fear, dread and anxiety, but in joyful hope!!!  
In conclusion, scriptures that point us to a coming change, to a new world are to help us dream and imagine and feel the power of God’s coming reign.  They are to help us see that the injustice around us, the disparities of life, the hurt and the pain and the wrong will not last forever.  This is God’s world! GOD IS ALWAYS NEAR, and that’s the point of all Apocalypses.
As Christians we live in the hope of the Resurrection and Ascension of Jesus Christ.  We are people of hope and we have the capacity to be beacons of hope in a rapidly turbulent, warring and changing world.  As we venture into an uncertain and unknown future, we may not know what the future holds, but we know who holds the future; because as Jesus assures us, “The Kingdom of God is near, the Kingdom of God is near. ”  Amen.
