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The end is nigh! The globe is contaminated with nuclear waste, nuclear arms are proliferating, Armageddon is at hand. Your home is full of toxic chemicals, your diet poisoned by GM crops, the rain forests are felled, wild life is heading for extinction. Dangerous asteroids and comets are heading for earth, to annihilate the human race like the dinosaurs before us, if we haven’t died first of SARS, AIDS or China flu. 

We have punctured the ozone layer and will die of skin cancer, if not baked alive by the greenhouse gas effect. Is climate change diverting the Gulf Stream, bringing us into a new Ice Age? Or will the Sahara sweep through southern Europe, while we are tormented by tornadoes and storms? That is, if al-Qaeda and world terrorism do not slay us first.


Apocalypse is all the rage. Distress over the future again weaves itself through popular culture. Uncertainty engulfs those on the fringe with paranoia. The majority relapse into a resigned cynicism, battered by scary predictions and devoid of hope. The apocalyptic visionaries of the secular world warn us of global destruction, they terrify us with visions of environmental conflagration, in order to convince us to change our present ways. 

The Christian response is neither paranoia nor cynicism. Jesus too spoke of an apocalyptic future, but in order to encourage us to choose for Him and for eternal life. 

"In those days, after that tribulation, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.  And then they will see the Son of man coming in clouds with great power and glory. And then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.  (Mark 13:24-27)

The Church offers us this gospel text as we approach the end of the liturgical year, a fitting symbol for the end of our own lives. 

Only Peter, James, John, and Andrew are present to hear these words of Jesus. They are sitting on the slopes of the Mount of Olives, looking across at the Temple. Jesus first predicts the future destruction of Herod’s Temple, completed only a few years earlier. Then He prophesies the end times – the disruption of the social order, the collapse of human relations, brother betraying brother, the father his child, children their parents. Chaos disrupts the international community, nations and kingdoms wage war.

From humanity, this disorder spreads into the natural world, beset by earthquakes and famines, to upheavals in the heavens: the sun, moon, and stars. There will be persecutions and martyrdoms, false Christs and false prophets. Finally, the Son of Man will come "in the clouds with great power and glory" and send the angels to gather his faithful followers from the four quarters of the earth.

Jesus’ description of the end of the world and his glorious return, uses imagery from the prophet Isaiah (13:10) "For the stars of the heavens and their constellations will not give their light; the sun will be dark at its rising and the moon will not shed its light." 

Eclipses deprive the sun and moon of their light. Meteor showers appear like stars falling from heaven.. Eclipses, comets, asteroid storms and shooting stars were unpredictable and inexplicable in Jesus’ time. People believed that heavenly phenomena predicted future events upon earth. Unusual signs in the night skies were portents of worldly upheavals and tribulations.

 “The Son of Man coming in the clouds” is an expression reminiscent of Daniel 7:13. Daniel foresaw the Son of Man's arrival as a deliverance for the faithful remnant, just as God delivered his people from slavery through the desert in the Exodus. Cataclysm and tribulation are the birth pangs of a new reality. What seems to us so calamitous, heralds the "Son of Man coming in the clouds with great power and glory."

He will perform the eschatological, the end-time judgment, judging individuals as to whether they accepted or rejected his own eschatological message. 

Cardinal George of Chicago was recently commenting upon the tension between western society and the teaching of Christ’s Church. Our culture trivializes religion so that "church becomes a spiritual club, not a way of discipleship." From a cultural perspective, society is saying, "God can't make demands on us. Religion is a hobby. It's relegated to leisure time."

Today’s gospel is one more reminder that the Truth will someday catch up with all of us. There will be a heavy price to pay for half hearted discipleship. Christianity is not merely one more “lifestyle choice.” It is the message of God Himself. Our reaction to His teachings determines where we shall spend eternity.

It is one of the ironies of Christian faith, that we may be very uncertain about the near future, but sure about the distant future – the end of the world, although not its date. 

In the near future, we do not know if the United Kingdom or the European Union will collapse, whether the sterile West will be submerged by new waves of fertile immigrants, or whether we shall become controlled inmates under the surveillance of a one-world government.

As to the end of the world, the Catechism is quite specific. It will be ushered in by the Parousia, the Second Coming of Christ in glory. This could happen at any moment (CCC 673) but there are certain signs which are expected to precede it. Firstly, the glorious Messiah’s return is suspended until his recognition by “all Israel.” At some point the Jewish people will recognise Jesus as their Messiah, following upon “the full number of the Gentiles” accepting Him. 

Then there will ensue a final trial, which will shake the faith of many believers (CCC 675). A terrible persecution will be unleashed against Christians, and the “mystery of iniquity” will be unveiled. This is a religious deception which offers humankind an apparent solution to their problems, at the price of apostasy from the Truth. This supreme deception – the anti-Word, is promulgated by a pseudo-Messiah, the Antichrist.

“The Church will enter the glory of the Kingdom only through this final Passover, when she will follow her Lord in His death and resurrection. The Kingdom will be fulfilled then, not by a historic triumph of the Church through a progressive ascendancy, but only by God’s victory over the final unleashing of evil, which will cause His Bride to come down from heaven.” (CCC 677)

Hence the ultimate future of the Church will not be worldly success, but rather a martyrdom. Not necessarily billions of conversions, and certainly not worldwide acclaim, but bitter persecution. This passing world will suffer a cosmic upheaval, and the Parousia will usher in the Last Judgement:

“Then will the conduct of each one and the secrets of hearts be brought to light. Then will the culpable unbelief that counted the offer of God’s grace as nothing be condemned. Our attitude to our neighbour will disclose acceptance or refusal of grace and divine love.” (CCC 678)

This weekend’s first reading from Daniel (12:1-3) also speaks of the end times. It makes certain prophetic statements which harmonise well with the Catechism:

· Before the end, there will be a time of “great distress, unparalleled since nations first came into existence.”

· Those whose names are found written in the Book of Life will be spared.

· Those who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake, some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.

· The learned who have instructed many in virtue will shine like stars for all eternity.

Daniel 12 is one of the first passages in the Old Testament to speak of resurrection, a radical transformation. After the resurrection follows the final judgment, in which the righteous and the wicked are separated. The former pass to eternal life, the latter to "shame and everlasting disgrace."

For 2000 years Christians have asked, "When, Lord, will all this take place?"  Jesus responds only that “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. But of that day or that hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Take heed, watch; for you do not know when the time will come.”

These things will happen in God's time, not ours. We trust God with the future and must not yield to anxiety or paranoia. 

We need to be always ready.  We are to live our lives calmly, preparing for our meeting with God, whether it be at the end of time itself, or the moment of our own personal passing, our transitus from this world of time. 

