
I remember my sense of confusion pretty clearly.  I was in the fourth or fifth grade.  It 
was a Saturday morning.  I made my way sleepily downstairs to watch morning 
cartoons.  Per usual on Saturday mornings, mom was cleaning the house so the air had 
this lemony, wood-polishy scent to it. I filled up a bowl with Lucky Charms and sat in my 
favorite stool at the counter.  As I turned my gaze toward the television, I remember 
being petrified.  To this day, I’ll never forget what I saw.   
 

I didn’t see my happy-inducing morning cartoons but rather a movie on one of our local 
stations called “Left Behind” starring the then teenage-heart-throb Kirk Cameron.  Come 
to find out later, this movie was based off of a 16-volume bestselling book series entitled 
“Left Behind” written by authors Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins.  The scene I witnessed 
was one where masses of people were running around screaming with looks of horror 
on their faces.  Cars sat empty on the freeway, some crumpled up having crashed into 
other cars or fire hydrants on the sidewalks.  Water was gushing everywhere into the 
streets.  Smoke was billowing up in all directions.  People paced frantically back and 
forth in their homes or in grocery stores.  Heaps of clothing were strung out precariously 
on chairs all over the place--at kitchen tables, in restaurant booths, or on airplane seats-
-as the loved ones of those missing gazed on traumatically.   
 

With all the Zombie movies these days, this kind of scene doesn’t seem all that 
unusual.  But in the late 80s,it was quite traumatizing for a 10-year-old!  “Where did they 
go? What happened to them, mom?”  I turned towards my mother as she began to 
explain what I was watching.  The movie was about the Rapture and the second coming 
of Christ.  She told me how it’s believed that, when Christ comes again, the faithful will 
be snatched up, disappearing into thin air to be with God in heaven while sinners down 
here will be left to fend off oncoming tribulation and warring evil.  From this ensued a 
deeper conversation about faith and belief and most importantly, vigilance.  Mom 
wanted to make sure I’d be ready for Jesus when Jesus decided to come again.  I don’t 
remember how the entire conversation unfolded but from then on, after that morning, I 
certainly paid more attention in Sunday school! 
 

What a scary thought--to be “left behind”!  This movie and similar messaging worked to 
shape my faith growing up, even though what I learned in my humble, Lutheran, home-
church didn’t bestow this kind of theology at all.  Before this movie, I had no concept of 
God ever abandoning me!  But after seeing what I saw it was like I couldn’t keep the 
fear of God leaving me “behind” behind!   
 

To offer another example, at a non-denominational faith retreat I attended in college, a 
small group leader led some friends and me through a visualization process.  She 
asked us to close our eyes and, if our loved ones hadn’t accepted Christ as their Lord 
and Savior, we were told to picture them burning, weeping, and gnashing their teeth in 
outer darkness.  We didn’t get through our exercise before I flew out the door to have a 
serious talk with God.  As I continued into young adulthood, I’d say I had to reshape 
some pretty unhealthy conclusions about true love and God’s love because of this 
messaging.  They are conclusions I’ve needed to rework over and over again to arrive 



spiritually at a place where I now feel secure in the love I receive from others and the 
love I feel in God’s good company and grace.       
 

By the way, I don’t think any of these faithful misgivings were my mother’s fault.  Same 
goes for that small group leader whose trauma-induced exercise forever changed my 
life.  Rather, rapture rhetoric and “dispensationalism” or the fear-inducing amplification 
of what many proclaim to be God’s plan for us and our salvation--all too often shape 
popular Christian narratives these days.  Such narratives take the writing style of 
apocalyptic literature--words or verses that speak of wars and rumors of wars, 
earthquakes, famines, birth pangs, and the apocalypse or end-times, like those in our 
Gospel text this morning--to an extreme level of literalism.  The subsequent production 
of amped-up, war-hungry, us-versus-them movies and media about the rapture then get 
us all worked up and worried.  We become psychics ourselves, meticulously calculating 
the end times based on the number of recent earthquakes and uprisings we’ve 
seen.  We give up on working to enact God’s kingdom or take care of God’s creation 
because we’re now in the business of fending only for ourselves. God will save the 
faithful. God will destroy what’s left.  The earth and our communal responsibilities won’t 
be our problem to worry about anymore, so what’s the point?   
 

Yet, to devise this kind of fear-induced messaging is not WHY apocalyptic literature was 
created nor was this kind of writing, when used in Scripture, meant to coerce people into 
diminishing the significance of God’s already-world-saving-act of death on a cross over 
2,000 years ago.  Rather, apocalyptic writing is just what I said.  It is a style of writing 
that yes, was and is meant to grab our attention, but in ways that should get us to 
pause.  When we encounter it, it should prompt us to ask ourselves, “what was going on 
in the lives of the text's original readers?  What were they up against and how did they 
find ways to persist and persevere in the midst of what they were facing?  Where and 
how did they encounter hope in their lives despite all odds?”  Once we discover this, we 
can then start to apply Scripture and apocalyptic texts to our own lives.     
 

In our case this morning, the people to which Jesus was speaking were subject to 
Roman occupiers at the time.  They were oppressed, enslaved, and died horrific deaths 
if they did not submit to Caesar and his impulses or the whims of the Roman imperial 
party.  In fact, defiers, just like Jesus, died painful deaths on crosses placed all around 
the outskirts of Jerusalem and nearby cities for passersby to observe as they cowered 
in their own fear.  As Jesus weaved himself throughout the cities and hillsides of Galilee 
to Jerusalem, he claimed power and authority to end this violence and the oppression 
inflicted upon Jewish and non-Roman, Gentile communities.  Granted, Christ’s plan and 
the non-violent ways he desired to fulfill his ministry were never what people 
expected.  Even still, the words we read Jesus speaking today were influenced by all 
that was taking place back then.   
 

His words were, more than likely, influenced by Mark’s experiences at the time of his 
writing as well.  There is wide consensus that Mark wrote his Gospel in or around the 
year 70 CE, some 40 years after Christ’s death, when the failure of the First Jewish 
Revolt and the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple at the hands of the Romans 



painted writers’ perceptions. What Mark was experiencing influenced his memories of 
Christ, the words he gave Jesus to speak, and the acts he wrote about that Jesus 
performed.  It’s no wonder our Gospel text speaks of stones being dashed against 
stones and the temple in Jerusalem no longer standing.  Those things were coming to 
pass or had already happened when Mark was writing his Gospel to recount the 
footsteps of Jesus. Here Mark has Jesus saying, do not put your hope in stones but the 
temple and kingdom that is me, the Christ!   
To sum it all up, apocalyptic styles of writing, like those we read in our Gospel text this 
morning and those written especially throughout the book of Revelation or other 
passages in Scripture, were actually meant to instill messages of hope in people.  They 
were meant to inspire an ending to hardship in the hearts and minds of those already 
living in the midst of empire in Biblical times--those suffering because of oppression, 
enslavement, and cruelty at the hands of occupying armies and rulers. 
 

On the other side of the coin, apocalyptic styles of writing weren’t meant to be utilized to 
predict or decode the future or force compliance of faith out of fear for one’s 
salvation.  Don’t just take my word for it.  Join us for Adult Forum after worship 
today.  Professor Mark Alan Powell has been teaching us similar sentiments when it 
comes to reading Scripture contextually.  The word Gospel means “good news”, my 
dear people.  Fear of God’s abandonment shouldn’t be the driving force behind any of 
it.  If it is, let’s recognize that this is abusive, manipulative messaging.  Instead, the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ is meant to inspire hope, healing, and regenerative, restorative 
thoughts, words, actions, and deeds.  It is such good, loving, embracive news that it 
changes us and all people for the better.  
    
This time of year, as we near Advent, pastors are encouraged to preach on and 
proclaim the good news through the lense of apocalyptic, end-times literature based 
solely on the fact that these texts offer timeless messages of assurance.  They 
encourage us to continue believing in a God who has never left us and will never leave 
us, especially as we continue to succumb to the destruction and devastation, lures and 
temptations of empire that bring out the worst in us--that being, greed, individualism, 
and all the wrong kinds of power that seek to rule over lives vs. walk alongside others 
as Jesus did and continues to do today.   
 

Suffice it to say, behind the Gospel there is nothing to fear.   I know it’s easy to get 
sucked into negative, doom and gloom ways of thinking.  It’s far too easy to abandon 
hope as we, ourselves, experience devastation, oppression, destruction, and hardship 
of varying sorts throughout our lives even still today.  So what do we do?  We look to 
Scripture to learn how our forebears leaned on hope.  They spoke of and put their trust 
in Christ’s coming again to ring in a new age we’re still waiting to come to pass.   
 

During Advent we’ll cry out “How long, O Lord?” and “O Come, O Come Emmanuel.” 
We’ll do this because we long for a new age “characterized by the complete rule of God 
and the angels, and by authentic worship, forgiveness, mutual support, health, blessing 
between nature and humankind, and eternal life.”  Such an age began with Christ’s 
birth, death and resurrection and it will fully manifest itself when Christ comes 



again.  Until this day, God in Christ asks us to remain hopeful, faithful, and hard at work 
loving our neighbors ferociously while letting the light of Christ in a weary world shine 
brightly for all the world to see.  Let us go forth in this work together.  Amen.  
 


