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I’m going to begin this morning with a portion of an essay by Henry Fountain from 
this week’s NY Times, (Apocalyptic Thoughts Amid Nature’s Chaos? You Could 
Be Forgiven, Sept. 8, 2017). 

Vicious hurricanes all in a row, one having swamped Houston and another about 
to buzz through Florida after ripping up the Caribbean. 
 
Wildfires bursting out all over the West after a season of scorching hot 
temperatures and years of dryness. 
 
And late Thursday night, off the coast of Mexico, a monster of an earthquake. 
You could be forgiven for thinking apocalyptic thoughts, like the science fiction 
writer John Scalzi who, surveying the charred and flooded and shaken 
landscape, declared that this “sure as hell feels like the End Times are getting in 
a few dress rehearsals right about now.” 
 
Or the street corner preacher in Harlem overheard earlier this week ranting about 
Harvey, Irma and Kim Jong Un, in no particular order. 
 
Or the tens of thousands who retweeted this image of golfers playing against a 
raging inferno of a wildfire in Oregon. 
 
And just last month darkness descended on the land as the moon erased the 
sun. Everyone thought the eclipse was awesome, but now we’re not so sure — 
for all the recent ruin seems deeply, darkly not coincidental. 
 
It’s true.  People are talking; wondering out loud in a half humorous, kind of way. 
It’s not just people saying, “What next?”  It’s people saying, “Oh my God.” 
 
So, now, hear these words of Jesus that came to his followers as words of 
warning.   
 
25 “There will be signs in the sun, moon, and stars. On the earth, there will be 
dismay among nations in their confusion over the roaring of the sea and surging 
waves. 26  The planets and other heavenly bodies will be shaken, causing people 
to faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world. 
 
There’s a bit of that going around right now.  And this, also from Jesus . .  . 
 
Those in Judea must escape to the mountains. 15 Those on the roof shouldn’t 
come down or enter their houses to grab anything. 16 Those in the field shouldn’t 
come back to grab their clothes. 

https://www.nytimes.com/topic/person/kim-jongun?8qa


17 How terrible it will be at that time for women who are pregnant and for women 
who are nursing their children. 18 Pray that it doesn’t happen in winter.  
 
Scriptures like those sometimes get religious minded people’s adrenaline 
pumping.  But hey, we’re Presbyterian. We’re not usually seduced by 
coincidence.  When people show up in public parks yelling about the end of the 
world we roll our eyes.  We say, quietly, to ourselves, “Show me the money.” 
 
Besides, we know what the science says.  In that vein, here’s some more from 
Henry Fountain’s piece in the Times:   
 
Spates of hurricanes, even major ones, are common in late summer and early 
fall, the height of hurricane season. Especially destructive hurricanes are not 
unknown, and climate change may be making more of them. Irma, in size and 
strength, is near the top of the charts, but not yet off them and its fury can be 
explained by scientific principles. 
 
Wildfires have been happening out West for millennia, though humans have  
made things worse. Climate change plays a role here, too, plus our desire to live  
next to nature, not to mention decades of firefighting policies that have made  
large fires more likely. 
 
And earthquakes — they happen all the time, and the number of quakes, from 
weak to powerful, is unwavering when averaged over time. There is roughly one  
“great” quake, of magnitude 8 or higher, per year. Mexico was the unlucky winner  
this time. 
 
But still, clearly, for a lot of people, science is not enough when the stakes seem  
so high. 
 
“For so many years, talking about the weather was talking about nothing,” said  
Terry Tempest Williams. “Now it really is our survival.” 
 
How we talk about it is reflective of our worldview – and has been forever. 
With unexpected cataclysmic weather events like this one today, people  
habitually look for explanations – sometimes religious ones.   
 
Henry Fountain continues:  
 
“We are all much more superstitious than we recognize, and it takes a lot of 
logical thinking not to believe that this part of the world is not being somehow 
persecuted.” (quoted from George Loewenstein, professor of economics and 
psychology at Carnegie Mellon University). 
 
 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/06/climate/storms-harvey-irma-jose.html?_r=0
https://hds.harvard.edu/news/2017/04/20/terry-tempest-williams-join-hds-writer-residence
https://www.cmu.edu/dietrich/sds/people/faculty/george-loewenstein.html


Yes, and in deeply religious communities, the recent sequence of catastrophic  
events like terrorism, nuclear weapon tests, Charlottesville, the solar 
eclipse, Hurricane Harvey, the earthquake in Mexico, Hurricane Irma,  
the Oregon fires, can all be understood more easily through prophecy than logic. 
 
But I feel that Christians need to recognize that the business of prophecy is  
pretty messy.  It is anything but straight forward, Here’s some more from Jesus:   
 
Watch out that no one deceives you. 6 Many people will come in my name, 
saying, ‘I’m the one!’ They will deceive many people. 7 When you hear of wars 
and reports of wars, don’t be alarmed. These things must happen, but this isn’t 
the end yet. 8 Nations and kingdoms will fight against each other, and there will 
be earthquakes and famines in all sorts of places.  
 
So, if someone says to you, ‘Look, here’s the Christ,’ or ‘There he is,’ don’t 
believe it. 22 False christs and false prophets will appear, and they will offer signs 
and wonders in order to deceive, if possible, those whom God has chosen. 23 But 
you, watch out! I’ve told you everything ahead of time . . . Nobody knows when 
that day or hour will come, not the angels in heaven and not the Son. Only the 
Father knows. 
 
Now, I admit it, I’m cherry picking these verses from several different gospels, but 
you need to know that the Matthew, mark, and Luke themselves cherry picked 
among lists of the sayings of Jesus in order to put together their gospels.  For the 
last two thousand years we all have been doing our level best to figure out where 
Jesus stood on the idea of the end of the world and there’s been no agreement 
on it.   
 
All we know for sure is that every single person who has used the Bible to predict 
Armageddon over the last 2000 years has been 100% wrong.   
 
Now, if we are looking to find out where Jesus actually comes down when it 
comes to such dire predictions, I will hurry to assert that we have some evidence 
he was definitely skeptical about such predictions.   
 
Let me explain.  There is reason to believe that he was a disciple of John the 
Baptist before he gathered his own followers, as he does in this morning’s text.  
And there is no doubt that John himself was a true believer when it came to the 
idea that, in his lifetime, God was about to bring down the curtain on the future.   
 
John remembered to have said . . .  
 
Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does 
not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. [God’s] winnowing fan is 
in his hand, and he will thoroughly clean out his threshing floor.   



He will gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with an 
unquenchable fire.  (Luke 3:9) 
 
The world is coming to a swift end, thought John.  There’s only time to drop to 
your knees and repent.  That was his message.   
     
But wait.  Soon, John is arrested and Jesus’s ministry follows quickly on his 
heels. Is Jesus calling for an end of history?  Does he usher in the final judgment 
and say all sinners should be burnt straight away? 
 
No.  Nothing of the sort. Instead, he goes on a speaking tour, traveling all around 
the region of the Galilee healing the sick, preaching the good news of God's love 
(not punishment).  What's the matter with him? 
 
John, rotting in Herod’s prison and clearly disillusioned, sends word to Jesus by 
way of his own disciples asking, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we 
supposed to wait for another?”   
 
Jesus responds thusly:  “Go and tell John what you see and hear:  the blind 
receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead 
are raised, and the poor have good news preached to them. And blessed is 
anyone who takes no offense at me.”   
 
Jesus tells John, “Rumors you spread about the end of the world we’re grossly 
exaggerated.”   
 
That’s the way it’s always been when it comes to such predictions.  But that fact 
has not stopped them from coming.  And such predictions don’t just evaporate 
after they fail to materialize.  No, they don’t.  
 
I mean, we are here in this valley today because of apocalyptic thinking.  Joseph 
Smith’s religion gained traction because he was living in what has been called, 
The Burned Over region of New York back in the 1820s and 30s where 
apocalyptic thinking was in vogue.  Many people there at the time had no doubt 
the world would end soon.  They just disagreed on how it might happen and 
when.   

In February of 1835, Joseph Smith called a meeting of his church leaders to tell 
them that he had spoken to God recently, and during their conversation he’d 
learned that Jesus would return within the next 56 years, after which the End 
Times would begin promptly. This is printed in his Doctrine and 
Covenants (130:14-17). 

I mention this, not as a criticism of anyone’s religion, but to remind us who live 
here in the Salt Lake valley that such thinking has consequences.  



Sometimes they are good and sometimes, not so good. In this case, I’m kind of 
glad his followers decided to turn this desert into a garden.   
 
In his NYTimes piece, Henry Fountain quotes Ahmed Ragab, a professor of 
science and religion at Harvard, who argues that good can come out of people 
seeing doom in what’s going on. Here is what he says:  
 
Thinking about this series of crises (earthquakes and hurricanes) requires that  
we not only think about the connection to science but also about the effect of  
these crises on humans.  
 
Natural disasters do not happen in a vacuum. The reason we are hearing about 
them is they are affecting humans, and the structures that we are actually 
building. This is not just aging infrastructure that cannot survive a strong 
hurricane, or log homes that burn in a fire, but economic structures that leave 
some people too poor to flee when disaster threatens. 
 
The point here is that whether we agree or disagree about the reasons behind  
these disasters, we humans are capable of foreseeing the effects of them and  
making plans that will mitigate their damage to our world.   
 
There are plenty of people who seem to have the foresight to see  
catastrophes coming.  Some of them are scientists and some are religious 
prophets of one sort or another. The question is, do we have the will to work 
together and do something to limit the damage that is coming in this era of aging  
infrastructure, and inadequate sea walls, and building codes that can’t stand up  
to what we might be facing in the years and decades ahead?   
 
And do we have the political will to do what we can to improve the lives of those  
among us who suffer the most when these things happen.   
 
Listen again to Jesus’s words to John the Baptist. Remember, John was  
wondering why Jesus wasn’t at least preaching a message of God’s fearful 
wrath on the earth.  
 
Go and tell John what you see and hear:  the blind receive their sight, the lame 
walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have 
good news preached to them. 
 
Jesus is saying, there’s no time for bitterness and blaming.  Too many people are 
suffering.  Too many people are living in despair. Too many children are growing 
up without hope.  It’s time to raise them up, and if we can’t do that, we can raise 
their spirits.  
 
You don’t have to be Jesus to do that.  You just have to be you.   
 



Well, Jesus’s words attracted people. Jesus’s message to John the Baptist was a 
common sense message in a world that was sick of anger and blaming and 
shaming.   
 
Fisher folk like Peter and Andrew and James and John gave up the fishing trade 
to follow a man like Jesus in a time not that different from our own.  They just 
dropped their nets and followed so they could hear more.   
 
It’s funny, but what Jesus was preaching wasn’t any different from what your 
mother once preached to you when she said, “If you can’t find anything nice to 
say, don’t say anything at all.”   
 
Amen 
 
 
 
   
 
The issue of our lives is climate change – it’s not terrorism, it isn’t the nuclear 
bomb, it isn’t AIDs, or abortion, or gang violence, it’s climate change.  Whole 
countries are going to go under water.  This isn’t even off in the future --  
 
 
 
 
 
“These are events no one can dispute,” he continued. “It’s not the same order of 

a  
preacher saying that on September 8, at 10 o’clock, the world will end.” 
 
Mark 13:   
 5 Jesus said,  
 
 
 

 

28 “Learn this parable from the fig tree. After its branch becomes tender and it 

sprouts new leaves, you know that summer is near. 29 In the same way, when 

you see these things happening, you know that he’s near, at the door. 30 I assure 

you that this generation won’t pass away until all these things happen. 31 Heaven 

and earth will pass away, but my words will certainly not pass away. 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I have a friend named David.  He’s from Oklahoma where they know a lot about 
natural disasters.  David told me that in 1971 there was a tornado in his home-
town.  He was fresh out of the military, back from Vietnam.  His first thing, having 
come home in one piece was to buy a brand new 1971 Corvette.  
 
Well, he hunkered down in his parent’s basement during that tornado and when 
he came out his Corvette was gone.  Just gone.  He figured he might not even 
hear about it again, but later that day he got a call from the police saying his car 
had been located. The tornado had picked up his car and carried it in the air 13 
blocks where it was set down with no damage, on one half of a tennis court, a 
tennis court that surrounded by a wire fence. There it sat with $833 in his wallet, 
sitting where he left it on the seat, and a cigarette he had left half-smoked, in the 
ash tray, and the keys in the ignition.  They had to take the fence apart to get it 
out of there, but it was just fine.  Life is odd, to say the least.   
 
 
So, Jesus was walking along a road one day, early in his ministry and he saw 
some men bent over their nets in a boat and said, “Follow me,” he said.  “Guess 
where you’re going?”  And they followed him.  Just dropped everything and 
followed.  He took them places they never would have gone by themselves.  
Know the feeling?  Of course you do.  I mean, think about what you thought 
you’d do in this world when you were a senior in high school or, if you went that 
way, a senior in college.  Now look at your life.  Right? 
 
It’s a mystery.  But mystery is part and parcel of our daily lives.  I mean, look at 
this crazy world?  It’s a mystery how we get here at all, you know?  J.H. Korda, 
who is about my age, writes:   
 
My parents are holocaust survivors who lost many family members, and  
the experience left them melancholic and overprotective. When I was a child, 
 they would tell me stories about entire families reduced to ashes. It didn’t make 
sense to me that God would sit back and allow such vast numbers of people to 
perish in such a horrible way.  
       
When I asked my teachers at my religious school about this, most dismissed  



my questions as immature. “You’ll understand when you’re older,” they said.  
One kind teacher, however, gently reminded me that it was impossible for mere 
mortals to understand God’s plan. But, with the proper amount of prayer, study, 
and acts of charity, he said, one might get a glimpse of the Almighty’s intentions. 
So every night before bed, I would pray for the souls of my dead relatives and 
ask God to allow me the barest glimpse of his master plan.  
       
One day I came home after school to find my mother weeping quietly. In her 
arms was the only thing of value she had managed to salvage from her family  
home in Hungary after the war: a photo album. At the sight of my mother’s tears,  
my anger at the injustice of the world rose in me. I was losing faith in the idea  
of God’s plan.  
      
I looked over my mother’s shoulder at a frayed black-and-white photo of a man I 
didn’t recognize. Composing herself, she told me how her first husband had been 
gunned down and thrown into the Danube while searching for her during the last 
days of the war. My father’s first wife, she said, had been shot because, being 
five months pregnant, she couldn’t keep up with the rest on the forced march to 
Auschwitz.  
       
My mother wiped her eyes, hugged me, and with a sad smile said, “Imagine,  
if there had been no Hitler, you would never have been born.”  
 
I suppose that story touches me because had it not been for the war I would not 
have been born either.   
 
 
The issue of our lives is climate change – it’s not terrorism, it isn’t the nuclear 
bomb, it isn’t AIDs, or abortion, or gang violence, it’s climate change.  Whole 
countries are going to go under water.  This isn’t even off in the future --  


