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Do you suffer from “apo
calyptic fever"? Are you very 
curious or mildly obsessed 
with the end of the world? Are 
you overly fascinated by pre
dictions and visions of Arma
geddon? Do you suffer “apo
calyptic nightmares" about 
World War III?

If you make a positive 
response to any of these 
questions, then perhaps you 
are another victim of "apo
calyptic fever," which is pro
duced by sensationalist cin
ema, science fiction thrillers, 
or exaggerated, hysterical re
ligion.

Many of these popular and 
theologically unsophisticated 
forms of apocalypse represent 
distortions of a basically 
Christian apocalyptic tra
dition. What is this basic 
tradition?

Both Judaism and Chris
tianity have produced im
pressive apocalyptic litera
ture, notably the Old Testa
ment Book of Daniel and the 
New Testament Book of Rev
elation (sometimes called The 
Apocalypse), though there are 
several apocalyptic passages 
elsewhere in Scripture and 
there are numerous non-Scrip- 
tural apocalypses.

These apocalyptic writings 
generally conform to a definite 
literary pattern, which has 
such secondary characteris
tics as pseudonymity, and 
vivid
sometimes of a strange and 
bizarre nature.

The primary theme of apo
calypse is revelation. The 
word apocalypse in its original 
Greek form means “to un
cover." Within its strict liter
ary and religious tradition, 
apocalypse reveals some 
forthcoming cosmic cata
clysm in which the ruling 
powers of evil are destroyed 
by God, and the righteous are 
raised to better life in a 
messianic kingdom. This 
dualistic struggle between 
God and evil reflects the 
Persian origins of apocalyptic 
writing. The emphasis on the 
establishment of a better 
kingdom reflects the fact that 
apocalyptic literature is gen
erally produced in times of 
persecution or unrest, when 
men long for a better world.

Since apocalyptic literature 
generally looks to the future 
and to the dramatic and of the 
world as we know it, apo
calypse is obviously linked 
with eschatology, the study of

the last things, the end of the 
present world and life in 
another, eternal world. Where
as apocalypse has certain 
affinities with prophecy and 
with the visionary, mystical 
tradition, it is unquestionably 
linked with the eschatalogical 
tradition.

Christian apocalypse there
fore reflects or embraces a 
Christian eschatology, that is 
to say it assumes the basic 
Christian belief in the Second 
Coming of Jesus Christ, who 
will come again in judgment 
and who will establish his 
kingdom. The hymnody and 
the great liturgical creeds of 
Christendom affirm this fun
damental faith.

Not for a moment would I 
want to suggest that Christian 
teachings about judgment and 
the Second Coming are op
tional, unnecessary doctrines 
for the Christian. To suggest 
this would be to present 
Christianity as a weak, per
missive religion, all “sweet
ness and light,” without judg
ment, without reality, without 
any challenge. Surely the 
Christian expects to give an 
account of himself, and surely 
the Christian has a vocation, a 
Gospel mandate, to be pre
pared, to be watchful. How
ever, these teachings can be 
distorted ; they can be ex
aggerated out of all propor
tion.

proach to apocalyptic themes 
can render one a hopeless 
pessimist. If one focuses too 
much on the cosmic cata
clysm to come, then he can 
easily slip into the role of the 
gloomy, morbid religionist 
who can only see the end as 
sheer disaster, as total disso
lution, thereby missing the 
essential point of the apo
calyptic tradition.

Such narrowness of vision 
breeds much fear and terror; 
it can dissolve all hope. One’s 
theology loses perspective; 
one can so easily lose sight of 
the great doctrines of Cre
ation, Incarnation, and Provi
dence. One can so readily 
forget that history is, for the 
Christian at least, going 
somewhere, proceeding to
ward the universal rule of 
God, toward ultimate trans
formation by his love.

Christian believers really 
have nothing to fear about the 
Second Coming. There should 
be awesome reverence, but 
not bitter fear. Furthermore, 
Christians should be suspic
ious, I think, of any religion 
which makes fear and threat 
the basis of its appeal. Surely 
this kind of religion is as 
incomplete and as dangerous 
as that “wishy-washy", flex
ible, and romantic type of 
religion which fails to teach 
any judgment.

Joyful expectancy is the 
basis of the observance of 
Advent, a liturgical season 
which many Christians are 
presently celebrating. Advent 
(from the Latin verb trans
lating “to come”) is a season 
of preparation : preparation 
for the celebration of Christ’s 
first historical coming, the 
Incarnation, and preparation 
for His Second Coming in 
glory. It is thus a season of 
watchfulness and preparation, 
but not a season of pessimism 
or fear. It is fundamentally a 
season of hope.

St. Paul, who lived in an 
apocalyptically anxious age, 
an age which expected a 
speedy Second Coming, wrote 
often about Christian hope. 
His teaching was clearly 
rooted in hope, not fear. To 
the early Ck, istian community 
in Rome, St. Paul wrote : 
"Now the God of hope fill you 
with all joy and peace in 
believing, that ye may abound 
in hope, through the power of 
the Holy Ghost.” (Romans 
15:13). Surely this Pauline 
prayer is a splendid cure for 
someone stricken with “apo
calyptic fever.”
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Because orthodox Chris

tianity has often been lax in 
teaching the faith, a void has 
been created, a void which is 
too readily filled by sensa
tionalist theatre and by eccen
tric religious groups. Gener
ally they distort and bastardize 
the tradition.

Lack of a theological tra
dition also leads to the almost 
comical production of such 
exotic teachings as “spiritual 
arithmetic" and millenarian- 
ism. Many would predict the 
exact time and nature of the 
end of all things; many 
specialize in cataloguing the 
signs of the end in each 
successive generation. Many 
"doomsdays” have been pre
dicted and survived, and yet 
gullible men are still attracted 
by such false teaching and 
false prophecy. Scripture 
clearly states Christ’s teach
ing on this matter. He told his 
disciples that the exact time 
of the Second Coming is 
unpredictable, and that no 
man, not even angels, but 
only God, knew the day and 
the hour. (Matthew 23:36)
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DAL Students
Just across from the Public Gardens 

(Corner of Tower & Spring Garden Road) 
We will handle

ALL your travel arrangements 
—a weekend home or a holiday south
We’ll even deliver the tickets to you FREE

Look at these Down South prices: 
MIAMI as low as $469.00 
FORT LAUDERDALE as low as $379.00 
ORLANDO as low as $279.00 
FREEPORT as low as $339.00 Staff Meeting 
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Drop into our new office.
Brochures are available at absolutely 
no cost or obligation
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