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WELCOME TO THE APOCALYPSE

In 1987, the alternative rock band R.E.M. released their now famous song “It’s the End of the World As We Know It (And I Feel Fine). I didn’t include it with today’s sermon, but you can find it on Youtube and give a listen to it, if you like. If you remember and like Bob Dylan’s “Subterranean Homesick Blues,” you might appreciate it.
Some people say that they feel like this is the end of the world or at least the beginning of the end. Others are saying that this is god’s judgement against the world for tolerating things they believe are sinful. Televangelist Pat Robertson, once again, said that this is god’s judgement on America for allowing same-sex marriage and abortion and that it won’t end until America repents and stops those things. It conjures images in our head of the guy with a long beard in white robes and sandals carrying a sign that reads “The end is near” and of people frantically looking through their Bibles to find verses to support their claims that the return of Jesus is around the corner just as people have done in the past.

People have arrived at this conclusion because of their eschatological views. Eschatology is that part of theology concerned with the final events of history, or the ultimate destiny of humanity. This concept is commonly referred to as the "end of the world" or "end times". Very often, depending on the religious tradition, this involves the destruction of the world “as we know it” and the coming or the return of a messianic figure like the Messiah in Judaism or the Hidden Imam in Shi’ite Islam. For Christians, it’s the return of Jesus Christ. When this messianic figure comes, the evil and corrupt world system will be destroyed along with the evildoers who rejected the “truth” that the particular religion taught, violence will end, and peace will reign. There will be no more hatred or bigotry, no racism, no sadness.  And that’s very comforting for some people. Of course, many people believe that their idea of such a world is the correct one. Some people think it will be a world of only one language (theirs), one race (theirs), and one belief system (also theirs.) Those who stray or rebel will be either sent to hell forever or will be subservient to those who are the true believers.
These and a host of other end times beliefs are all part of people’s eschatological views.
 The problem with eschatology is that all of those visions of the end of the world end with every person living in peace and harmony, all believing the same thing. Everything is uniform. One god – one TRUE god – presiding over the new earth. No violence, no injustice, no pain…but also no independent thinking, no doubt, no scientific exploration, no mystery about anything. After all, if everything is perfect, why does one need to explore and discover anything? What need is there of science and research? If the messiah has brought peace and the complete truth, what need is there of critical thinking or of doubt? 
This scenario of the “perfected earth” is preceded by a period of extreme trouble that is also spoken about in most religious traditions followed by a worldwide catastrophe a word that means “to overturn, turn down, trample on; to come to an end.” People also use the word “cataclysm” which, in the original means “a deluge, or a flood” as in Noah’s flood or the flood myths of even more ancient cultures like the Assyrians or as in the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh. 
Another word that we hear used very often for events like this is “apocalypse.” We’ve all heard the phrase “an apocalypse of biblical proportions” to describe many horrific events that have happened in various parts of the world. And over the years, especially beginning in the 19th century, the word “apocalypse” and the words “catastrophe” and “cataclysm” have come to be used interchangeably to describe these horrific events.
But the word “apocalypse” is really something different and doesn’t necessarily have to do with the end of the world. 
The word “apocalypse”comes from the Greek word  ἀποκάλυψις is a Greek word meaning "revelation", "an unveiling or unfolding of things not previously known and which could not be known apart from the unveiling". As a literary genre, apocalyptic literature details the authors' visions of the end times as revealed by an angel or other heavenly messenger.
The one that most people are familiar with is found in the Book of Revelation, the last book of the canonical Christian scriptures traditionally believed to have been written by Jesus disciple John while he was exiled on the island of Patmos although scholars say that it was likely written much later. It gets its title from the first word of the book, “apokalypsis.”  People commonly, and mistakenly, refer to the book in the plural form as the “Book of Revelations.” They also call it the Reveation of John. But actually, it’s not. The first verse of the book reads, “The revelation from Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John…” So, if we read it correctly, this is a revelation given by god to Jesus Christ who then sent it to John via angelic messengers so John could pass it on to the other Christians scattered throughout the ancient known world.
So what does that mean for us now, even though if we don’t take the words of the Bible or other sacred texts literally? If we use the word “apocalypse” to describe this horrific COVID-19 event, and if we take the original meaning of the word and look at what is happening in our world right now, we understand that what we are experiencing may seem and feel like the end of the world, but is really an uncovering, a revealing of something that had previously been hidden. Or, in the case of our society, I would say previously known but been denied, deliberately ignored, or misrepresented as the good and correct way for society to live.
We hear a lot of talk right now about America “recovering.” And yes, the word recover does mean to bring back, to regain health, to regain life. But I look at that word when used by so many people, and especially our political leaders, and I understand it as the desire to return to the way things were before and to cover it up again so that nothing changes, that the world with all of its greed and violence just goes on as it has for millenia. In their minds, we will defeat this Coronavirus once a vaccine is found. Of course, that vaccine will cost people a lot of money, but, hey, then they can go back to work, and the economy will recover. Of course, that economy is one based on a capitalist system that perpetuates and grows the already wide gap between the rich and the poor. So, it’s no wonder that the stated goal of many leaders is to re-cover this all up and go on with business as usual. And, sadly, many people will agree with them, satisfied with the way things were.
But the purpose of an apocalypse is not to bring about recovery. It’s purpose is to uncover, to reveal the truth. And personally, I see an “American Apocalypse” settling in for the duration. And that’s a good thing. An apocalypse of biblical proportions offers a more hopeful and realistic vision. Thanks to this virus sweeping the world, much has been revealed, including a whole array of systemic evils: crushing poverty, lack of stable housing, virulent and violent racism and bigotry, and the staggering inadequacy of our healthcare system and the economic disparities afflicting minority communities. COVID-19 does not discriminate. But America does. It always has.
The good news is that a genuine apocalypse is not doomsday. It’s not the obliteration of the human race, the “global catastrophic risk” that secular scientists predict for the earth in the distant future. It’s not the huge asteroid headed for the earth we’ve seen in so many movies or the sun exploding suddenly as it will in about 5 billion years. A genuine apocalypse is a vehicle of hope and action for transformation.  A chance for us to work to make sure that justice, mercy, and compassion are served on behalf of the disinherited and for all people, and a chance for environmental justice to be served for the sake of our planet and for all creation. But for it to be so, we have to own up to this apocalypse. While the death toll continues to mount, so do the lessons to be learned. And with every apocalypse there is a new beginning that offers the chance to relearn how to live and move and have our being. It is our choice. We need hope for the long haul, not for optimistic quick fixes that will cause more harm than good. We need hope for enduring justice, for life-giving change, for the “healing of the nations” spoken about in the Book of Revelation, and for the renewal of beloved community.
I don’t want things to go back to the way they were before. I smile when I see the photos from space of the skies clearing of pollution of major cities around the world or of photos and videos of dolphins and even jellyfish returning to the canals of Venice or mountain goats, deer, even moose returning to the streets and parks of towns and cities around the world. This is a chance for us to consider what actions we will take in the near future to ensure that things change.
Fortunately, in an apocalypse there is no going back. Once something has been revealed and seen, it can’t be unseen.  
What appears to be our undoing could be our becoming.
Welcome to the apocalypse.








