REVELATION – POETRY OF HOPE
(Reflection by Rev. Peggy McDonagh, September 16, 2012)
This week was the anniversary of 9/11 and once again we saw the dramatic scenes of the Twin Towers burning and heard the voices of those desperate to escape the buildings.  Planes flying into tall buildings and towers spewing black smoke could easily be a scene in an apocalyptic movie.  On the news this week pictures from Cairo showed people dying, buildings on fire, and carnage everywhere.  Added to these images environmentalists continue to inundate us with images and news of the deterioration and degradation of the earth and scenes from Africa of starving children greet us from news casts and television specials.
It appears at times as if all hell has broken loose on earth, making life feel unwelcoming and impossible.  When life on earth spirals out of control people throughout history have responded by creating visions, writing stories, drawing pictures and making movies about a better world, a golden city flowing with milk and honey, the overcoming of evil, and about a place called heaven where peace would reigns.  The Apocalyptic literature found in ancient scripture and most prominently in the Book of Revelation was written in response to a world in chaos. 
On Monday evening this week the ACTS group begin their study of Elaine Pagels’ startling and timely book entitled Revelations.  In this book Pagels explores the Book of Revelation and its apocalyptic visions of the end of the world.  When I was in seminary I took a course on the Book of Revelation and learned much about the language, imagery, symbolism, and wisdom of this remarkable literature, and I came to appreciate just how complex this literature is. Today I will not attempt to unpack all of that.  Considering that 28 million references came up when I googled the Book of Revelation it seems a daunting task to use one reflection time to explain this immense work; however, today I do want to talk about the age of pessimism in which we now live and to draw our attention to the profound vision of hope that the ancient apocalyptic literature offers.  We need to reclaim its message from the modern fundamentalist views and the movies of the day that portray apocalypse as ultimate tyranny and who misrepresent the ancient images and poetry in order to preach and highlight revenge, war, violence and hatred.   Revelation is a book of healing through hope and the beauty and significance of its messages that spoke to the heart of hope in the ancient world can speak to the heart of our hope in the modern world.   
THE AGE OF PESSIMISM    
For many of us a variety of images are evoked when we hear the word “apocalypse.”  Of course the Book of Revelation comes to mind with its bizarre imagery, strange symbolism, futuristic visions, and descriptions of magnificent cosmic battles.  Much of what we know of the apocalypse has been influenced by novels and movies such as ‘Left Behind,” and Doomsday 2012.   Apocalyptic novels, movies and computer games play on our emotions, offering horrific scenes of war and killing, showcasing violence, hatred and destruction as the means toward overcoming evil and ending the world.  Such movies and games are hugely popular.
In a chapter entitled, “Kicking the Apocaholic Habit,” from his book The Advance of Love, United Church minister Bruce Sanguin talks about the age of pessimism and makes reference to  the word ‘apocaholic,’ a term that was coined by Gary Alexander to describe people who are addicted to apocalyptic scenarios.  As Sanguin notes, there seems to be a rise in post-modernist pessimism and people have become obsessed with the apocalyptic message.  An untold number of people throughout history have predicted a date for the end of the world and interestingly all of these dates have come and went.  Sanguine makes reference to a few modern day apocalyptic prophets such as Al Gore, Barbara Ehrenreich, Naomi Klein, and Michael Moore. These people speak with integrity, knowledge and forthrightness but their messages do evoke pessimism that unfortunately creates despair in our hearts.   In some way all of them come to the same conclusions: (1) the world is a terrible place, (2) it’s getting worse, (3) it’s mostly the fault of commerce, (4) a turning point has been reached.  This pessimism stimulates the imaginations of film writers who transform prophetic messages into horrifying movies.  
The other day I discovered a list of apocalyptic movies and this is what it revealed.  Before 1950 only 4 apocalyptic movies were made.  Each ten years that number increases.  1950-59 7; 1960-69 13; 1970-79 23; 1980-89 30; 1990-99 20; 2000 – 2009 55.  These statistics suggest that post-modernist pessimism is on the rise and that apocaholism is a modern day addiction that film producers and computer game inventors use to make millions of dollars.  Film producers and fundamentalists largely misconstrue the ancient apocalyptic themes because they do not comprehend the true significance of the imagery used by ancient writers who were describing what they were experiencing in their own social, economic, and political realities.  Revelation develops its story by the use of complex imagery and to honor this text one must have a thorough comprehension of the imagery before interpreting its message and meaning.  
THE APOCALPTIC MESSAGE
The word ‘apocalypse’ has its roots in two Greek words – apo, a preposition meaning separated or removed from, and kalypto, a verb meaning to cover, hide or conceal.  Apocalypse literally means to remove or to take away the covering or veil.  In English it is translated as the book of Revelation, meaning the book of ‘uncovering’ or ‘unveiling.’  In her analysis of Revelation, Kathleen Norris writes, John of Patmos “holds up a mirror to the human heart to uncover what is there and he does not mind if we do not like what we see.  The prophets are difficult for us to bear because they remind us that our measure of discomfort at apocalypse is the measure of our comfort with the way things are.”  
The prophets John, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jesus, Buddha, Brian Swimme, David Suzuki, and many others hold up a mirror to our hearts as they press upon us the reality of human behavior that is vengeful, destructive and dehumanizing, and in the modern world issues of hunger, global warming, pollution, and the extinction of animals.  The World Trade Center was not an apocalypse but it speaks to the threat of our very survival, of nation fighting against nation, and of the violence used as a means to eradicate the enemy.
Apocalyptic messages are not easy to hear and they do have the power to elicit deep despair and fear.  In a recent essay novelist Mary Gaitskill writes, “Revelation is not a chronicle of arbitrary inflicted cruelty.  Rather it reads “like a terrible abstract of how we violate ourselves and others and thus bring down endless suffering on the earth.”  If we are honest with ourselves we cannot deny what we see in the mirror.  We are facing serious challenges today and our way of living is imperilling all life on the earth.  The power of apocalypse lies in its capacity to force humanity to courageously face the unimaginable that shatters all our illusions, pretense, and denial so that we can then move to imagine the possible.   It is essential to confront these challenges but we must do so from a place of hope and resiliency rather than pessimism and despair.
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John’s Revelation depicts a future that is grim but not hopeless.  It would be easy for us to feel hopeless when there seems to be no end to how we continue to devalue each other and harm the earth, but John insists that there is.  John offers a healing vision of hope.  The hope engendered by Revelation, says Norris, “is as bitter and bracing as the hope one finds in an emergency room or ICU or hospice.  All that seemed to matter, all competence, all status, all that was formerly of value is revealed as nothing compared to the beat of one’s pulse, that next breath.  The book embraces a great psychological truth that the crises and apocalypses of our lives are not meant to beat us into submission so much as to give us room to change and grow.”

In her book, Amazing Grace, Kathleen Harris writes, “For some reason we humans seem to learn best how to love when we are a bit broken, when our plans fall apart, when our myths of our self-sufficiency and goodness and safety are shattered.”  When loved ones die, marriages break up, families disintegrate, cancer strikes, illness cripples, and jobs are lost, these personal apocalyptic times often cause our world to collapse into chaos and the unknown, and the only way we can move forward is to face our realities not with despair but with the courage and hope required to rebuild our lives.  “While we would all prefer not to have to experience such apocalyptic forces these tend to bring us to our senses allowing us a sobering and painful glimpse of what is possible in the new life we build from the ashes of the old.  We know that marriages, families, communities, nations often come together and discover their true strength when some apocalypse – some new revelation of the fault lines of our lives - has occurred.”

Sanguin astutely observes that modern day “apocalyptic scenarios underestimate the amazing capacity of humans to be resilient, to survive, to adapt, and to use our collective intelligence to heal and overcome.”  Modern day apocalyptic scenarios rarely uphold the spiritual message of hope in Revelation that “God sees and God will not leave us stranded.”  John’s poetry and imagery envisions a God whose wrath is provoked by what people have done to each other and to the world but John’s God is not a merciless dictator infatuated with power, but a God who gently wipes away all tears from the eyes of those who suffer.   

In the reading from Revelation that we heard this morning, we can imagine the woman who was pregnant standing in the midst of chaos, destruction and horror so intense and consuming, it seems as if saving her is impossible, but the vision of Christ reveals, as Paul said, that “all things are possible.”  Pregnancy is considered to be a symbol of hope and new life. The baby was for John the Christ who brings the hope that new life on the earth could be realized with this Christ at its centre.  Sanguin talks about how the Revelation of Jesus and the gospel story of the road to Emmaus tell a new story – “a story of hope that we who live in an age of pessimism and despair must reclaim.”

The story we heard from Luke is about the disciples walking home on the road to Emmaus.  Their beloved teacher had been killed; their hearts are heaving with despair and their discussions are full of cynicism and gloom.   A stranger joins them and interrupts their negative discourse with a new story of hope, suggesting that some of what happened had to happen.  The execution of Jesus was the mirror that people looked into and they saw what Jesus was trying to teach, all was revealed and uncovered and now there was the possibility of the emergence of a new humanity and their hearts were strangely warmed.


 “To follow Christ” says Sanguin “is to interrupt the discourse of despair as a spiritual practice.  It is to allow an alternative story to shape us.”  The message of the stranger and of Revelation is that the “creative power of the divine Heart is always and everywhere, in every day and age, moving in creation to fashion the best world possible.  This creative power is always and forever rising up in those who have stepped into the story of hope and make it their own.”  The apocalypse teaches that no matter what we are required to face in life, despair loses its control when we open our hearts to “God’s Heart and Creativity and Love” and let these surround us, hold us and gently wipe our tears.  Sanguin encourages us to rise up and allow ourselves to burn with hope and if we are able to do so, he is pretty sure the world will not come to an end.  
Elie Weisel, a survivor of the Holocaust, wrote, “I want to sing of love and of its magic.  I want to celebrate the sun, and the dawn that heralds the sun.”  The message of the apocalyptic perspective is that when we burn with hope as we face apocalyptic times in our lives, we too can sing of love and of its magic. . .and celebrate the sun, and the dawn that heralds in a new day.  Amen.
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