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5053 Words

Theologies of Climate Apocalypse!

Who shall we be as an old world dies and a new one is born? Who can we be? When we tell
apocalyptic stories, we map a landscape of possibility in our individual and collective lives:
trajectories of human experience into which we can project ourselves or against which we can
contrast ourselves. We are story-choosers and story-tellers. The choice of which apocalypse to preach
and how to tell it isn’t innocuous or incidental; it is world-shaping. “Do the stories we tell reflect the

world as it truly is, or did we simply start off with the wrong story?” asks Thomas King:

“What if the creation story in Genesis had featured a flawed deity who was
understanding and sympathetic rather than autocratic and rigid? Someone who, in the
process of creation, found herself lost from time to time and in need of advice,

someone who was willing to accept a little help with the more difficult decisions?...
What if Adam and Eve had simply been admonished for their foolishness?

I love you, God could have said, but I’'m not happy with your behavior. Let’s talk this

over. Try to do better next time.

What kind of a world could we have created with that kind of a story?”2

The global literature of apocalypse (in the sense of the end of the world) presents us with imaginative
possibilities for different kinds of future that could accompany climate crisis. Despite the way some
Christian traditions read the Book of Revelation as prediction, for us, these stories are powerful not

as pre-apocalypse future-histories or post-apocalypse description, but as invitations to imagine what

1 My gratitude to the Program Committee for the invitation to submit this paper, to my respondent who put up with the
egregious lateness of my drafts, and to you, the reader, for dealing with these copious, often not strictly necessary footnotes.

2 Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative (University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 26-28. It’s great, you should
read it. cp David Loy, who writes: “We do not experience a world and afterward make up stories to understand it. Stories teach
us what is real, what is true, and what is possible. They are not abstractions from life (though they can be that); they are
necessary for our engagement with life.”
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our orientation to a peri-apocalyptic life: to which story will we belong as the world is ending around

us?

Below, we examine narratives of the apocalyptic from Aztec, Buddhist, Norse, and Christian
traditions. In each, we’ll consider questions of “we” are in the story, and of agency: what degree of
freedom to choose and power to act do we have inside the narrative? “The truth about stories is that

that’s all we are,” writes King.3 Who, then, shall we be?

Aztec Tradition

In Aztec belief, this world in which we live is the fifth iteration of humanity. The sun overhead is the
fifth sun.# The gods created and destroyed each of the four previous worlds. But the survival of our
fifth-sun earth is never guaranteed: this sun, too, will perish without the nourishing energy of

sacrifice we humans provide.s

Out of the void before all things, the first God created themself and gave birth to four
children who were the four directions. “When yet [all] was in darkness, when yet no
sun had shown and no dawn had broken... the gods gathered themselves there at [the
city of] Teotihuacan [fay-uh-tee-waa-KA4AN]. They spoke... “who will take it upon

himself to be the sun, to bring the dawn?”6

3 King, The Truth About Stories, 122.

4 The concept of a series of earths that are created and destroyed is widespread. In Christian mythology, we’re living in the
second version of earth after flood wiped out the first; Rev. 22:1 suggests a third version of the world lies ahead. On the other
hand, at least one commentator (apparently favoring Rev. 21:5 over 21:1) dwells on the importance that in Christian tradition,
such destruction is merely renewal, not creation. William P. Brown, referenced in Catherine Keller, Facing Apocalypse: Climate,
Democracy, and Other Last Chances (Orbis, 2021), 170.

5 There are multiple versions of the Five Suns story collected in multiple places at different times. Genocide and colonizers’
studious efforts toward the erasure of Aztec cultural memory complicate efforts to reconstruct pre-Conquista tradition. This
version draws relies on Manuel Aguilar-Moreno, The Aztec World (California State University: 2006), source for the “Five Suns”
Wikipedia entry. But Carrasco, for example, in Religions of Mesoamerica, 66, tells the story with several differences the god-
conflicts and how humanity dies under each sun (e.g., eaten by ocelots instead of jaguars).

6 From The Florentine Codex, quoted in David Carrasco, Religions of Mesoamerica, 2nd Edition (Waveland Press: 2014).
Teotihuacan was the religious center of the Aztecs, an axis mundi connecting human and divine worlds.



David Schwartz

To become the sun, they chose Tezcatlipoca [fes-kaht-li-POH-kah], god of the North:
god of wind and beauty, of conflict and rulership. But he is the god of night whose
sign is obsidian; he gave only half the light a sun should. So his brother Quetzalcoatl
[ket-sahl-koh-AHT-I]—god of the West: of wind and dawn, of crafts and knowledge—

knocked him from the sky. In the darkness, jaguars ate everyone still alive.

Quetzalcoatl became the second sun, and the gods created humans a second time. But
because humanity did not give proper respect to their creators, Tezcatlipoca—who is
god of judgement as well as night and conflict—turned humanity into monkeys as
punishment. Quetzalcoatl swept the monkeys off the earth with a great wind and

stepped down from the sky.

He created a new people, and the rain god Tlaloc [tlah-LOHK] became the new sun.
But when Tezcatlipoca slept with Tlaloc’s wife, Tlaloc’s grief captured him.
Despondent, passive, drought dried the world. At last, the incessant human prayers
for rain turned Tlaloc’s melancholy into rage, and he rained fire over all the world

until it was ash.

The gods made a fourth earth from the remains and Tlaloc’s new wife,
Chalchiuitlicue [tchal-chee-00-TLEE-koo-ey] became the fourth sun. She was kind and
affectionate to the new humanity until Tezcatlipoca said her compassion was
performative: an act to cover an uncaring heart. For 52 years Chalchiuitlicue cried

tears of blood, drowning all of humanity, and at last she stepped down from the sky.

The gods gathered and many sacrificed themselves so that Huitzilopochtli [wee-tzi-
loh-POSH-tlee]—god of the South, god of war who carried the fire-serpent club—
could become the sun. Quetzalcoatl stole the bones of humanity from the underworld,

bathed them in his own blood to bring them alive, and repopulated the earth.

But history hasn’t ended: the moon goddess and the stars, jealous of the bright day,

war against the fifth sun. Humanity sustains Huitzilopochtli through the sacrifice of
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the sacred energy of our blood. To fail in that sacrificial responsibility means the fifth
sun will be defeated and in the darkness which follows, earthquakes will destroy the

earth.

The apocalypse here is an unveiling of the past: by revealing the hidden shape of history, we discover
what we need to do differently this time.” We don’t live on the first earth, and the first sun doesn’t
shine overhead. For the Aztecs, “the cosmic setting was a dynamic, unstable, destructive one
distinguished by sharp alterations between order and disorder, cosmic life, and cosmic death.”® In

the perpetual war of day and night, we are both powerless and powerful.

At the scale of the gods, depression and resentment destroy the world in flood; in the divine realm,
when grief turns to anger, its form is an earth-annihilating firestorm.® In the Aztec account, humans
live in a world where divine destruction isn’t punishment; the end of the world isn’t motivated by
anything humans do or don’t do. Humanity has repeatedly and effortlessly been destroyed as a side
effect of rivalries that have nothing to do with us, and against which we are entirely unable to defend
ourselves. There is no meaningful conflict between humanity and gods: the gods are totally, entirely

in control: “a crowded and hungry pantheon of divine entities.”!0

In sustaining the fifth sun, our responsibility is to provide fuel for the gods—humanity is a machine

of divine support. We prevent apocalypse number five by each doing our small part to collectively

7 cp Keller, Facing Apocalypse, 92, citing Jiirgen Moltmann on the “apocalypse of the past.” In correspondence with Dr. Molly
Bassett, professor of Mesoamerican religion at Georgia State University, she indicated that some contemporary indigenous
scholars argue we’re now living in the sixth sun—that the Conquista stopped humanity’s ability to sustain the fifth sun: the
Aztec world ended; a new sun is in the sky.

8 David Carrasco, Religions of Mesoamerica, 64

9 One academic working on myth argues that “through their myths of apocalypse human societies express a sense that the
higher powers of the universe must intervene definitively to put an end to the failure of humanity.” But that sentiment is a
decidedly Christian gloss: in this Aztec example, and as we’ll see below, myths of apocalypse are not universally about higher
powers fixing human failure. (David Adams Leeming, The World of Myth: An Anthology (Oxford, 1990), 76)

10 pavid Carrasco with Scott Sessions, Daily Life of the Aztecs: People of the Sun and Earth (Hackett Publishing Company, 1998),
187.
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sustain forces vastly more powerful than any of us. Through human sacrifice and blood sacrifice, we

support the gods who make the conditions of life possible.!!

We don’t have the power to directly affect change, but neither are we powerless. This is not a story of
the heroism of any individual: there is no one person who can do it, only all, together. Each of us is
individually responsible for our own sacrificial effort which becomes sufficient only when done
collectively. It may be that the forces of creation and destruction as they take embodied form are
wholly beyond us, nonetheless, we can choose (or be compelled) to support the cosmic struggle and
it is our collective action that keeps the end away. Individually, none of us can hold back the night,

but collectively we can.

On the other hand, that reading of the story, which feels hopeful on its face, keeps us from asking a
sharper question: is this much blood worth it to merely maintain the status quo? The gift to the gods
of the divine, animating energy of still-beating human hearts, the smaller-scale self-bloodletting from
tens of thousands—all of this effort merely preserves the world as it is. There was no amount of
sacrifice that prevents the need for more; we run as fast as we can merely so that we don’t fall

behind.

Buddhist Tradition

In the oldest collection of the Buddha’s teachings, he speaks of the ending of civilization and its
rebirth.12 This account isn’t about the destruction of the world around us, but the collapse of human

society and order. In contrast with the Aztec cosmology—which reveals clues to the future through

11 There’s an interesting question of Utilitarian ethics here that I’'m not really engaging, a trolley problem: is it right to sacrifice
the few for the survival of the many? In the Aztec case, those are precisely the stakes—human sacrifice keeps the sun in the
sky.

12 This account is in the Cakkavatti (Sihanada) Sutta, Digha Nikaya 26. I'm following and quoting below from Maurice Walsh,
“Cakkavatti-Sihananda Sutta: Sutta 26,” in The Long Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Digha Nikdya (Wisdom
Publications, 2012), 395-405. While antiquity is no guarantor of authenticity or authority, most schools of Buddhism accept the
canonicity of the Digha Nikaya regardless of what they might add or how they might read it.
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the past conflict of gods—the Buddha presents the rise, destruction, and reemergence of a social

order only as the consequence of human choices and actions.!3

Real power, the Buddha taught, comes from understanding the relationship between self and the
world. Living virtuously and carrying out spiritual practice steadily produces that insight—in turn,
that insight allows virtuous living. So central is this message that it shouldn’t be a surprise that the
Buddha starts his teaching on the decline of humanity with an encouragement to steadfast meditation.

He goes on to say:

Long ago, a wheel-turning king ruled over humanity in a Utopia. He possessed a
perfect wheel with one thousand spokes (a traditional South Asian symbol of
knowledge, insight, and the sort of wisdom which understands and gives voice to
truth). When that monarch retired from rule, the new king, his son, was dismayed that
the wheel vanished. But the old ruler explained the wheel arises out of action: not

until the new king embodied virtuous conduct would it appear. He does and it does.

The cycle repeats itself through seven virtuous wheel-turning kings until the eighth
ignores the wisdom of his predecessors and does as he pleases. By the time he
realizes his error and tries to do right, it’s too late. Poverty gives rise to theft so
widespread that no amount of royal generosity to the poor can stop it. When the king
then turns to punishment, ordering execution for all thieves, the state-sanctioned
violence breeds more violence, which in turn gives rise to hate, anger, greed, and

misuse of sex.14

At each step of this moral descent, human lifespans grown shorter, until at last, driven
by hate and desire, we are born, mature, grow old, and die all in only ten years. At its
worst, when there is no longer a word in human language for morality, a “sword-

interval” of seven days comes, in which people are unable to see each other as

13 i e., karma, a discussion of which is interesting but unnecessary to get the point here.

14 e., the standard, innate Buddhist “poisons” or “non-virtues” of body, speech, and mind that comes with being human.
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human, and kill their neighbors “just as the hunter feels hatred for the beast he
stalks...” while others hide from the violence in deepest jungles and highest

mountains.

At the end of seven days, the survivors emerge, saying: “It is only because we
became addicted to our evil ways that we suffered the loss of our kindred. So let us

now do good. What good things can we do?”

Bit by incremental bit, they rediscover morality: first they renounce killing, then
refraining from theft, lying, harsh speech, and so on. Their lifespan grows, disease
vanishes. Virtuous conduct spreads outward from individual to society and at last, a
new wheel-turning monarch emerges to rule over 84,000 flourishing cities and towns
so close to each other they are just one chicken-flight away from the next.!5 Only then
does the next Buddha awaken and begin teaching: the Buddha Maitreya, Buddha of

the future.

Later stories of Maitreya give him a different, more active, messianic role—he is cause rather than
effect of humanity’s moral revival.l¢ But I appreciate this version in the Pali canon specifically
because like the climate crisis, it is human agency, not supernatural, which is cause of and solution to

the problem.

15 j.e., very close. Have you seen a chicken fly? They’re not great at it: online searches widely report the longest recorded
chicken-flight at 301.5 feet in 13 seconds but substantiating that number with a definitive citation proves difficult. Guinness
World Records records records for chicken size and chicken-products eaten, but not for flight. While many U.S. county fairs
have chicken-flying contests (contestants put their chickens in a mailbox with no rear wall, then open the front door and nudge
the chicken from behind with a plunger until it takes flight) they tend not to report results online. Is any of this relevant?
Almost certainly not, especially since Walshe, the translator, notes the meaning of the phrase translated “one chicken-flight” is
doubtful in the original Pali.

16 | this discussion I’'m only speaking of the oldest account of Maitreya found in the Pali canon (despite clinging to the Sanskrit
form of his name). In the millennia which follow, Maitreya’s role in Buddhist thought and practice expands and branches:
followers pray to him for a rebirth in his heaven or on earth in the era when he has already arrived; he is the inspiration for a
half-dozen messianic rebellions in 5t century China lead by people claiming to be Maitreya incarnate; he is understood as
purely metaphorical; is understood by Bahd’i to be Bahad’u’llah, etc. Early Mahayana practitioners would visit him in meditative
vision to receive new direct teachings (a subject of my undergraduate thesis which | would still be happy to discuss at mind-
numbing length). This oldest version of Maitreya in the Tripitaka isn’t definitive for all schools of Buddhism just because it’s
oldest.
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In this apocalypse, the potential for societal failure and societal recovery exist simultaneously within
humanity. Through seven generations of just kings, the seeds of destruction wait within humanity
ready to sprout. But even in the seven sword-days of violence, seeds of right action and right society
are also within. We are not irredeemable, nor will salvation arrive externally. We have within us the
tools to change our world for the better—but we won’t necessarily use them until the situation gets

horrifically bad, nor will all of us be able to act on them.

The Buddha’s telling serves as a warning: you and I can fall away from right action, ignore the
wisdom of generations, and correct our mistakes too late with cures worse than the cause. Any day
could potentially begin a sword-interval in our own lives where we become unable to distinguish

each other as real, as human, and destroy each other without even understanding it as moral violation.

The social collapse and destruction is not external judgement: we do this to ourselves, decline is the
mere consequence of our action. Nor in this story is destruction a necessary part of a larger design to
fix humanity: seven kings did just fine following moral precepts; presumably that could have
continued. Nor is this revelation the end of history, the world continues eternally impermanent:

neither the righteous ruler nor Maitreya’s arrival are an ending to cycles of history.

In this apocalypse, our work is to live with right thought and right action, trusting it will influence far
beyond us. None of us can individually save the world by living that way, but all of us together can
and will. Edward Everett Hale put that sentiment like this: “I am only one, but still, I am one. I
cannot do everything, but still, I can do something; and because I cannot do everything, I will not

refuse to do the something that I can do.”!7

17 This formulation was published in Edwin Osgood Grover’s The Book of Good Cheer in 1909, the same year Hale died; it’s not
unambiguously clear he actually said it this way.
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Norse Tradition!8

In Scandinavian mythology, three years of continuous, sunless winter heralds the
Doom of the Gods: Ragnardk. A poet-seer prophesies that in the three years of war

which follow:

Brothers will struggle and slaughter each other,
and sisters’ sons spoil kinship’s bonds...
axe-age, blade-age, shields are split;

wind-age, wolf-age, before the world crumbles:

no one shall spare another.

The world-tree Yggdrasil [EEG-drass-ill] which grows through and unites the whole
of the cosmos shudders and groans. The world-serpent Jormungandr [YOUR-moon-
GAHN-dr] who circles the edges of the earth, writhes, sending tidal waves across every

land while he blows a poisonous venom through all the air and water.

Evil creatures converge: an army of ice giants; Fenris-Wolf whose lower jaw is on the
earth and upper jaw against the sky; the ship Naglfar, made from the fingernails of
the dead, crewed by monsters. And not until this horde is almost upon them do the

gods at last convene in council, organize themselves, and ride out to fight.

In heroic and doomed battle, they die one by one: Odin swallowed whole by the great
wolf Fenris; Thor defeats the world-serpent, but poisoned by it, he walks only nine

steps away from his victory before dying. With a flaming sword, the giant Surtr slays

18 “Norse” may not be the best name for this tradition, but I'm sticking with it for shorthand out of habit. The account of
Ragnarok appears in the 10th century Icelandic Voluspa and 13th century Prose Edda of Snorri Sturluson. Presumably multiple
different versions placed emphasis on different features or told it differently. My telling draws on Claude Lecouteaux’s not-
very-good Encyclopedia of Germanic Folklore, Mythology, and Magic (Inner Traditions: 2005); the Wikipedia article for
Ragnarok; Arthur Gilchrist Brodeur’s mediocre translation The Prose Edda: Tales from Norse Mythology by Snorri Sturluson,
(The American Scandinavian Association: 1916); and Andy Orchard’s very good translation The Elder Edda, (Penguin: 2011)—
the excerpt here is verse 45 of “Voluspd” in Orchard’s Elder Edda. Despite its many fine qualities, the 2017 feature film Thor:
Ragnarék is not widely considered an authoritative source.
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Freyr, god of peace and harvest, of sunshine and prosperity. The wolves Skoll and

Hati who have eternally pursued the sun and moon at last devour them:

The sun turns black, land sinks into sea;
the bright stars scattered from the sky.
Flames flicker up against the world-tree;

fire flies high against heaven itself.!?

The old world is gone, the old gods are dead. The few surviving gods watch a new
world rise from the water. The last two humans, Lif [Leaf] and Lifprasir [LEAF-thrass-
ear], hidden within a secret grove, become the first two humans under the light of a

néw Ssun.

In this story gods and humans are powerless to stop an inevitable ending. As in Aztec tradition, this
apocalypse is wholly a function of non-human forces: while the long winter and the wars which
follow devastate humanity, there is no causal relationship between humanity’s actions and the demise
of the earth and the gods. Human conflict echoes but does not cause divine conflict. Likewise, no
human agency brings the rebirth of humanity— not through appeasement or sacrifice or personal
righteousness do Lif and Lifprasir survive to repopulate the world. As Yeats writes in his poem The
Second Coming—whether informed by Ragnarok or Revelation—“Mere anarchy is loosed upon the

world,” we are adrift, the wolf-age is inevitable.20

But if we identify with the gods in this account rather than the humans, the story changes. While the
world dies in war and snow, while the sea rises over the land and poisons fill the air, while an army of
evil approaches, the gods are oblivious. Safe in their own hall, they take no action until catastrophe is
on their doorstep. Only then do they go forth, knowing it means their own death, knowing that in
their sacrifice, they create the conditions for a rebirth of humanity. They may not live to see it;

nonetheless, it is worth spending their lives on. Like them, we did not act, and now climate

19 verse 58 of “V6luspd” in Orchard, The Elder Edda, 13.

20 w.B. Yeats, The Second Coming, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43290/the-second-coming



David Schwartz

catastrophe is an army of monsters gathering outside the safe hall where we slept. It may be too late
for us to live in a world remade; it is not too late to give our lives toward remaking it for a future

humanity, or, at the least, creating the conditions for the possibility of a future.

Christian Tradition

In the Christian tradition, the Book of Revelation opens with typical epistolary admonishments and

encouragements for various Christian communities before recounting a vision of things to come:

Before the throne of God, surrounded by angels, animals, wise rulers, and odd-
looking creatures, a scroll with seven seals is opened and as each seal breaks, a fresh
tribulation comes to the earth. The first four reveal horsemen who bring war,
destruction, famine, and chaos. Breaking the fifth seal shows the souls of the
martyred dead crying for vengeance on their killers but are told to wait because worse
is still to come. The sixth seal brings earthquakes, a shower of falling stars, and every

mountain and island moves. The survivors, hiding in caves, pray for death.

The seventh seal breaking fills heaven with silence until an angel throws a censer of
fire to earth causing further destruction. Seven angels blow seven trumpets. With
each, some new horror emerges: a star fallen from heaven opens the bottomless pit
whose smoke darkens the sky and from which a plague of locusts with human faces
and iron armor spread across the earth to harm anyone not marked with the seal of

God.

A dragon with seven heads throws a third of the stars in the sky down to earth; a beast
emerges from the sea, ruling the world and waging war on the faithful. A second
beast emerges from the earth, marking its followers and directing them to venerate
the beast from the sea. Seven angels pour new plagues onto the earth; the sea turns to
blood and everything in it dies; the sun burns the earth until a total darkness

descends.
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But then, a turning: the New Babylon ruled by the Beast is destroyed, though all the
world mourns its destruction. The Beast is cast into a lake of fire, the dragon
imprisoned in a bottomless pit, and all the faithful dead martyrs of this destruction are

resurrected to live with Christ for 1,000 years.

After this interval the loose ends are tied up and a new world made. The dragon
emerges, is defeated and cast into the lake of fire. God judges all of humanity, evil
ones are sent to a second death in the lake of fire. A new heaven and a new earth
replace ours: it is a world without suffering or death where God dwells among

humanity, sin is ended, and a River of Life and a Tree of Life bring healing to all.

What are we to make of this? Keller summarizes in a single sentence the message she takes from

reading Revelation:

“Clouds of dark uncertainty keep rolling in, bearing a double-edged disclosure of
both the planetary destructiveness of our civilization and the chance—if we grieve,
struggle, and rage out creatively for justice, for transformation social, economic, and

ecological—of a festive renewal of our common earth-life.”2!
In a similar vein she cites John B. Cobb Jr. as describing the message we ought to take:

“If collectively we are to free ourselves from our insane course of action and respond
appropriately to the global crisis even at a huge cost, then we must have a passionate

concern for the earth as a whole and all of its people.”?2

But these are calls to action. They seem, on their face, appropriate to a Buddhist or perhaps an Aztec
context, but it’s not immediately obvious the Christian apocalypse requires any particular action from
humanity. The gap between text as descriptive determinism and text as prophetic prompt to action

suggests two different hermeneutics with which to approach it.

21 Keller, Facing Apocalypse, 195

22 Keller, Facing Apocalypse, 107, citing John B. Cobb, Jr., Spiritual Bankruptcy: A Prophetic Call to Action (Abingdon, 2010), 181.



David Schwartz 13

Descriptive Determinist Revelation: Eucatastrophe at Best

Perhaps apocalyptic literature flourishes when prophetic literature fails: as reformation appears

increasingly impossible, wholesale remaking of the world grows more plausible.?3

On a determinist reading, Revelation is a description of the future—the definitive symbolic account
of inevitable events we are powerless to influence. Destruction and salvation merely happen to us. In
this hermeneutic, our task is to discover how our lives fit within the preordained narrative. We might
live privately “moral” lives while we map Babylon onto nation-states, search for the Antichrist
among contemporary politicians, and watch technological developments looking for the mark of the
beast.24 But reading Revelation into current events risks sacralizing and elevating whatever struggle

“we” happen to be is a proof-text for already-planned crusades.?’

On the other hand, theologian Jiirgen Moltmann distinguishes between reading Revelation through
the lens he calls “apocalyptic Christianity”—where the most important aspects of the text are
judging, punishing, and closing up shop—or through the lens of “eschatological Christianity” where
what really matters is the risen and reborn world at the end. He reads Revelation in conversation with
a Gospel which makes Christ’s resurrection, not his suffering and death, the central event, suggesting
Revelation’s hope is not for the death of this world but the birth of the future.2¢ Or, as N.T. Wright

suggests: “That final redemption will be the moment when heaven and earth are joined together at

23 e.g., the Book of Daniel’s composition at a time of apparent total powerless against the Seleucids; or, more recently, the
1980s Mad Max movies’ composition against a backdrop global nuclear war and the 2015 sequel’s post-climate change setting.

24 Scare quotes here because the idea of a “privately” moral life is either absurd on its face or requires an unthinkably radical
exit from society (i.e., Thoreau is not even vaguely close). In support of this point, see all of modern moral philosophy.

25 e.g., Athanasius in the 4th century “read Revelation’s cosmic war as a vivid battle against heretics” (Keller, Facing Apocalypse,
148, referencing an argument Elaine Pagels makes in her book Revelations). On this topic, | appreciate the physicist Richard
Feynman, who in his 1974 Caltech Commencement address Cargo Cult Science, said “the first principle is that you must not
fool yourself and you are the easiest person [for you] to fool.”

26 Jiirgen Moltmann, The Coming of God (Fortress Press, 2004). My knowledge of Moltmann is limited, I'm relying mostly on
John E. Stanley’s article “Two Futures — Jirgen Moltmann’s Eschatology and Revelation’s Apocalyptic,” in The Asbury
Theological Journal 53, no. 2 (Fall 1998).



David Schwartz 14

last, in a burst of God’s creative energy for which [the resurrection] is the prototype and source.”2’

The whole world will die but the relevant point is global resurrection.

Moltmann and Wright might suggest that the point of John’s apocalypse is not in catastrophe for our
enemies but eucatastrophe for our friends. J.R.R. Tolkien coined eucatastrophe to refer to a sudden

and unexpected good turn in a fairy tale, but it might equally apply to Revelation:

“The eucatastrophic [refers to] the good catastrophe, the sudden joyous “turn” (for
there is no true end to any fairy-tale): this joy... is not essentially ‘escapist’, nor
‘fugitive’. In its fairy-tale—or otherworld—setting, it is a sudden and miraculous

grace: never to be counted on to recur.

It does not deny the existence of dyscatastrophe, of sorrow and failure: the possibility
of these is necessary to the joy of deliverance; it denies (in the face of much evidence,
if you will) universal final defeat and in so far is evangelium, giving a fleeting

glimpse of Joy, Joy beyond the walls of the world, poignant as grief.”28

With Moltmann, Tolkien might suggest that a deterministic reading of Revelation need not
automatically make the text a diagram of and justification for our present struggles. But whether
pessimistic or optimistic—dyscatastrophe or eucatastrophe—we remain powerless. As Brian K.
Blount says, “John believes that Christ is coming soon to make utopian hopes... real.”?° The work is

His; our effort is irrelevant.

But this reading seems like trivial optimism, not substantive hope, which, as Rebecca Solnit suggests,

involves

27 N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (HarperOne, 2008)

28 J.R.R. Tolkien, “On Fairy-stories,” in The Monsters and the Critics, and Other Essays (Houghton Mifflin, 1984). However much
he was influenced by the Edda (e.g., Théoden’s speech to the Rohirrim at the walls of Gondor is essentially the first quoted
passage from the Edda above), Ragnardk is not a story of eucatastrophe.

29 Brian K. Blunt, “Revelation” in True to Our Native Land: An African American New Testament Commentary (Fortress Press,
2007), 555, emphasis mine.
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“an embrace of the unknown and the unknowable, and alternative to the certainty of
both optimists and pessimists. Optimists think it will all be fine without our
involvement; pessimists take the opposite position; both excuse themselves from

acting.””30

Among the different lenses through which Keller suggests we can read Revelation the relevant
question is whether or not we are a people with agency in the midst of catastrophe.3! Is Revelation is
a descriptor of events we are powerless to change or a destination to build toward and warning of

what to avoid?

Prophetic and Prescriptive Revelation: You-Catastrophe

I appreciate Moltmann’s approach to reading Revelation in conversation with the Gospels rather than
as stand-alone text—the context for the Christian apocalypse must take the ministry of Jesus
seriously.3? The character and virtues of Jesus in the Gospel suggest a commitment to this-world
transformation apparently absent from Revelation. On this reading, the life of Jesus rather than the
resurrection of the Christ is the measuring-stick for the meaning of Revelation. As Clarence Skinner
observes, “for sixteen hundred years the theologians have continued to wage battle over the person of
Christ, and the world has consequently been blinded to his program.”33 For Skinner, as for Keller, the
New Jerusalem and the era of peace which concludes Revelation is the continuation of Jesus’

program; apocalypse “reveals the acute contrast between the actual and the possible.””34

30 Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities (Haymarket Books, 2016), xiv. cp Why David Sometimes
Wins (Oxford University Press, 2010) where Marshall Ganz cites Maimonides, possibly apocryphally, that hope is the belief in
the plausibility of the possible, as opposed to the necessity of the probable.

31 The four approaches are: inevitable prediction; “can do” optimism; pacifying nihilism, and apocalyptic mindfulness; Keller,
Facing Apocalypse, 16-17

32 while this claim is easier for me to make since | don’t believe in the fact of the resurrection, I'd argue this line of reasoning
should still stand for any tradition which takes the life and ministry of Jesus as seriously as it takes his death and resurrection.

33 Clarence Skinner, The Social Implications of Universalism (Universalist Publishing House, Boston), emphasis mine

34 Keller, Facing Apocalypse, 67
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The work of the social gospel and its descendants has been to fill in the missing step which John

omits:

1. Despair
2. Destruction
3. 27?

4. The Kingdom of God on Earth

Clarence Skinner opens The Social Implications of Universalism asking, “How to transform this old
earth into the Kingdom of Heaven—that’s the primal question.”35 Felix Adler echoes that intent in his
text for the hymn Hail the Glorious Golden City. After imagining a metaphorical city of justice
populated by the wise and righteous, he encourages: “We are builders of that city. All our joys and all

our groans/help to rear its shining ramparts; all our lives are building-stones.”3¢

This approach assumes that we have power to act and what we do makes a difference. Solnit writes
that hope “is the belief that what we do matters, even though how and when it matters, who and what
it may impact are not things we can know beforehand.”37 While the immediate impact may be small,
our influence can be unpredictably large. It is an agnostic hope, a stochastic hope. We don’t know our
impact, but we don’t need to know it before we can trust that what we do makes a difference. For
pastor Robin Meyers, this faith is a fundamental part of Christianity from its inception. Drawing on

the parables of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast, he writes:

“The Beloved Community was born in resistance to the established order of death

and indignity. It was concealed like leaven in the imperial loaf, germinating as a

35 Clarence Skinner, The Social Implications of Universalism, emphasis mine.

36 Hymn #140 in Singing the Living Tradition (Unitarian Universalist Association, 1993). With respect to Kimberly Debus and
deep appreciation for her work Notes from the Far Fringe to which | regularly refer, her commentary on this hymn
misinterprets this text by literalizing the imagery and seeing it as an empire-building project making an “us” and a “them”
rather than reading it as a world-spanning effort to bring a global reign of justice. Felix Adler, the Nazi refugee and founder of
Ethical Culture who wrote the lyrics, was not drawing a circle to keep others out.

37 Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark. She continues: “We may not, in fact, know them afterward either, but they matter all the
same.”
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secret and subversive ‘colony of heaven,” a body of noncompliance with the

principalities and powers.”38

On this reading of Revelation, our project is to claim our agency to build the world we dream of,
rooted in an Alpha which is the ministry of Jesus and an Omega which is the indwelling of the

Kingdom of God.

Conclusions

Apocalypse (apokalupsis) means revelation or disclosure: a vision not of an ending but of what lies
beyond the horizon of time where our imagination fails.3® What is it we see? What then becomes
visible? What answer will we give to a nihilism which says that on the far side of that event horizon
there is nothing to find? The philosopher Alasdair Maclntrye observes, “I can only answer the
question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a

part?’”

Our prophetic witness begins by articulating the story we are a part of. The Nigerian storyteller Ben
Okri writes that,
“In a fractured age, when cynicism is god, here is a possible heresy: we live by
stories, we also live in them. One way or another we are living the stories planted in
us early or along the way, or we are also living the stories we planted—knowingly or
unknowingly—in ourselves. We live stories that either give our lives meaning or
negate it with meaninglessness. If we change the stories we live by, quite possibly we

change our lives.”40

38 Robin Meyers, Spiritual Defiance: Building a Beloved Community of Resistance (Yale University Press, 2015) xvi. cp Matt.
13:31-34 for the parables of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast, and Amy-Jill Levine’s analysis of them supporting Meyer’s
reading in her always-excellent Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi (HarperCollins, 2015),
151-168. Here | read “Beloved Community” as synonymous with “Kingdom of God.”

39 The inability to imagine even the possibility of meaning is the basic error of nihilism. So there, people who didn’t vote for
nihilism as the theme of this year’s Prairie Group: | worked it in anyway! And, having already referenced hermeneutics,

Moltmann, and “agency,” this mention of a Greek derivation completes my theology-paper bingo card.

40 Ben Okri, A Way of Being Free (Phoenix House, 1997) 46, quoted in King, The Truth About Stories, 153
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We live in a broken and breaking world. At this moment, half of all algae and half the coral reefs in
the world are dead. Half of all animals on the land and half of all living things in the ocean are gone.
The theology-making task is not to assign a singular extrinsic meaning to collapse, but in this
collapsing world, to expand the space of possibility for which stories we belong to, and to take care

in choosing which story to tell and how to tell it.

Rebecca Parker speaks of our responsibility, in the ruins of empire and the destruction of the earth,
for “choosing our guides.”#! We choose which apocalypse to disclose: individually powerless or
individually empowered; collectively effective or collectively irrelevant; redemption from without or

from within; a future alone or together.

What is the doom of climate catastrophe that we preach to our congregations? Do we send them
home to pray or work pre-apocalypse for deliverance from inevitable destruction? Do we give them
sackcloth, ashes, and a to-do list for the post-apocalyptic world we now inhabit? Or do we unveil a
peri-apocalyptic world where in the same way they are the creators, sustainers, and beneficiaries of
systemic injustice, so too they can be the creators, sustainers, and beneficiaries of systemic justice

which is both wholly beyond our individual effort and wholly human-made.

Each apocalypse story—each different reading of the same story—speaks to dimensions of the
spiritual or emotional experience of climate crisis. With the Aztecs, we feel at times wholly

powerless with world-destruction entirely out of our control; we see that our little bit of effort makes
a difference combined with the whole; we despair at sustaining an unjust status quo. Like the
Buddhists, we watch our leaders’ failure of moral nerve engender planetary collapse; we name
honestly that any of us could lose our way—and that any of us can emerge from the grieving-caves of

our soul to see each other as human once again and make a great turning.

41 Rebecca Parker, Blessing the World: What Can Save Us Now, 23. Parker seems to conflate a belief in the progressive
movement toward realizing the Kingdom of God on earth with a belief that it’s right around the corner. She counsels letting go
of this progressive apocalyptic myth in order “to face more honestly the conditions of devastation that we are in the midst of,
here and now.” But she makes the same mistake as 20th century critics of the social gospel: there’s nothing about working for
the future which (a) negates being honest about the devastation and needs of the present, or (b) suggests we, or anyone, will
arrive at the destination. | return often to the Exodus narrative, one message of which is that it is worth giving your whole life
to work toward a destination which may never arrive.
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Like the Norse, we live in a world whose destruction seems embodied in forces meaninglessly larger
than our individual lives; we despair the long night, we hope for a human future even if none of this
generation makes it through. Like the Christians, we are called to start where we are, to use what we
have, and to do what we can with faith that the seeds we plant matter, even if we can’t know how,
even in the face of planetary destruction.42 The pastor’s prophetic theology-making task is choosing

which to proclaim and knowing why.

42 “start where you are...” is Arthur Ashe’s phrase.



