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Some years ago, the rock band REM had a little hit with a song called, “It’s 

the End of the World as We Know It (and I Feel Fine)!”  The song enjoyed a brief 

resurgence of air-play around December of 1999.  There was, at the time, plenty of 

speculation that the dawn of the third millennium would somehow bring about 

cataclysmic events.  We wondered if our computerized age could survive the Y2K 

factor.  Some people scrambled in late 1999 and some staged “end of the world” 

parties, but most of us just saw the whole event as mildly amusing – as though the 

end of the world was upon us just because we moved a few digits on the calendar.  

Twenty-one months later, we weren’t so sure.  In the aftermath of September 11, 

2001, the end of the world as we know it seemed much more plausible, much more 

possible, much more real.  Having witnessed enormous destruction and cruel 

inhumanity replayed countless times on our television sets, we longed for the 

coming of the kingdom that would put an end to such suffering. 

 

In the gospel today, Jesus describes the tribulation that would accompany his 

return – the heavens themselves will give off light no more.  And then the Son of 

Man will come with great power and glory.  Those who were listening to Jesus that 

day clearly knew that there was something familiar in his words.  The scholars 

among them probably recognized the references to the Book of Daniel – to our first 

reading today, and to the other passages of Scripture.  Without explicitly stating it, 

Jesus was telling his disciples that he was to be the fulfillment of the Old 

Testament prophecies.  He was the Son of Man who would come in glory, the King 

of the Universe whose reign will not end.  And the events of the world – great 

darkness and distress – would herald his coming.  But Jesus also adds something 

that seems puzzling.  Even though he describes the signs that would foretell his 

return, Jesus tells us that neither the angels in heaven nor even the Son knows the 

day or the hour – only the Father.  Well, if the eternal Son of God does not know 

the day or the hour of his return, how are we to know?  How are we to make sense 

of all of this?  The events of the last twenty years, I suggest, give us some clues. 

 

Now before you think that I’ve become some televangelist ready with my 

own prediction of the end times, let me assure you that I take Jesus at his word.  I 

respect the fact that I am not privileged to know the day or the hour.  Nonetheless, 

our experiences over the last twenty years do have lessons for us – they may not 

teach us the day or the hour – but they still have much to teach us.  You see, in 

1999, most of us had a rather cavalier attitude toward the end of the world – we 



knew that it was possible, but none of us imagined that we would live to see it.  

Most of us dismissed as flakes the folks who were storing food and water in 

preparation for the disasters they imagined might befall us.  We did not take 

seriously the prospect of the Second Coming, of the end of time, and we 

sometimes still adopt that same cavalier attitude.  By contrast, in the period 

immediately after September 11, in the face of the wars, the debt crises, the 

economic collapse that followed, the hurricanes and tsunamis and earthquakes and 

fires that the intervening years have brought, the assaults on liberty, the partisan 

dissention, and the moral decline that are not only tolerated, but encouraged these 

days – in the face of all of that – most of us had difficulty imagining how our 

world could survive.  In the midst of our overwhelming horror and grief and 

anxiety, in the face of evil, we wondered and worried that the day and the hour 

were upon us.  We took the prospect of the end of time very seriously – and we 

found it frightening.  Jesus, I suggest, invites us to a middle ground. 
 

In reminding us that he will return at the end of time, Jesus means to 

encourage us.  He wants us, the baptized, the members of his mystical body to look 

upon the coming of the kingdom with joy and hope.  Having placed our faith in 

Christ Jesus, we should be eager for his return.  Jesus renews the vision of the 

prophet Daniel to strengthen our faith and our hope that the One in whom we have 

been baptized is the One who will come in glory. 
 

But the gospel has another message as well.  If we are not to know the day 

or the hour, then we must be ready at all times – on every day, at every hour.  We 

should not again be lulled into the complacency of 1999.  The end of time should 

not frighten us, but neither should it amuse us.  The work of repentance must 

continue in our lives – and it will only continue if we take the prospect of judgment 

seriously.  At each celebration of the Eucharist, we are invited to join once again in 

an intimate and profound communion with the eternal Son of God and with our 

brothers and sisters.  But that communion, that intimacy is impossible if our 

relationship with God has been broken or badly neglected.  This gospel reminds us 

once again to tend to that relationship, to leave our lives of sin behind and to return 

to the sacraments of reconciliation and the Eucharist with hope and confidence.  

Jesus is coming.  Be not afraid. 


