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	In the summer of 1998, The New Yorker magazine published a cartoon involving one of those iconic doomsday prophets who hold up signs predicting the end of the world.  He’s sitting in a bar, mourning the fact that his prediction “The World Will End Today” did not materialize.  While drying a beer glass, the bartender tries his best to console him by telling him, “Sure, you’re disappointed—but, hey, it’s not like it’s the end of the world.”  Well as the sun set on Saturday, May 21, there were a number of disappointed Christians who could identify with the prophet on that barstool, for you see they had fervently believed that by 6:00 that evening, they were going to be raptured up and taken to heaven by Jesus Christ himself.  When the world didn’t end as promised, many people who had given up their earthly possessions were left with nothing.  One woman, who never lived to see the day, even left most of her $300,000 estate to Camping’s organization to the shock of her family who received almost nothing.  
	Harold Camping, the president of Family Radio, had predicted months earlier that Jesus would return on that day and he, along with many of his followers, made preparations for the big event.  Throughout the country, billboards proclaimed the news that Jesus was on his way while people passed out leaflets on street corners to alert people to be ready.  What REALLY surprised me though was to discover on Waterloo’s West High website that this same Harold Camping was a prominent graduate of that school back in the late 1930’s. 
	The day after, Camping said he was flabbergasted and disappointed that his prediction had not come true, having made a similar prediction back in 1994 which ALSO failed to pan out.  He said that he was looking for answers and that he’d be in prayer and consultation with friends about it.  The following day, he revised his prediction by saying he had found an error in his calculations and that the end of the world would NOW take place on October 21.  Apparently, he has not read where the Bible states NO ONE knows the time or the season when the Son of Man shall return in glory- NOT EVEN CHRIST HIMSELF.  
	It’s easy to make light of this kind of Christian soothsaying and some of my ministerial colleagues have lamented how secular people would once again have reason to mock the church and our faith for this kind of craziness.  The church has always had its share of End Times prophets announcing the end of the world.  Eighty-six years ago, a newspaper as venerable as The New York Times devoted front page coverage for several days straight on Robert Reidt, a 33 year-old German house painter from Long Island.  A follower of Seventh-day Adventism and calling himself the “Apostle of Doom,” Reidt had set the Day of Judgment as Friday, Feb. 6, 1925.  Only days earlier, he had sold nearly all his possessions and was holed up in a ramshackle little hut along with twelve of his followers, his wife, and four of his children.  He predicted that at midnight on that date, 144,000 select persons would be transported to heaven with a short stop on the planet Jupiter for, as he said, “the holy shall not travel on the Sabbath.”  The rest who were not taken would perish the following week from fire, disease, hailstone, and pestilence.  As midnight approached, the media crowded into his small shack while Reidt himself sat at the kitchen table, listening to a jazz band on his brand-new radio.  When the time of departure came, nothing happened.  He subsequently concluded that nothing was going to happen that evening and later said that a sign from heaven HAD in fact appeared, but due to the brightness of the camera flashbulbs going off to capture the historic moment, they had missed it.  A few weeks later, he was back painting houses and hanging wallpaper.  
	However, even rational and reasonable persons like MYSELF can get caught up in it.  When I was a young Christian back in 1973, I became an avid listener of Family Radio and Harold Camping’s Bible teachings.  Like millions of others, I TOO read The Late Great Planet Earth and believed that the return of Christ was then imminent.  In the fall of 1975, I served as an intern minister of a large church in Chico, California, and I spent many an evening, lying in the large rice field across from the house I lived in, staring up into the starry sky and wondering if Jesus, along with his army of angels, was going to be returning that very night.  One Sunday night, I found myself driving two hours through northern New Jersey to visit a small church where the movie A Thief in the Night was being shown.  A low-budget film made right here in Iowa, it was about people waking up to discover that large numbers of Christians had been raptured out of the world and they were now left behind because they’d refused to heed the Bible’s warnings.  The movie’s theme song was “I Wish We’d All Been Ready” which ended with the lines:
Life was filled with guns and war,
And everyone got trampled on the floor,
I wish we'd all been ready,
Children died, the days grew cold,
A piece of bread could buy a bag of gold,
I wish we'd all been ready,
There's no time to change your mind,
How could you have been so blind,
The Father spoke, the demons dined,
The Son has come and you've been left behind.
It was one of the most frightening movies I had ever seen, FAR worse than Night of the Living Dead ever was because I thought it was real and didn’t want to be left behind MYSELF.  Yet, despite the failure of Camping’s predictions, I’m convinced that both he and his theology will CONTINUE to enjoy tremendous appeal among church members.
	Prophecies of gloom and doom have been very commonplace in human history, ESPECIALLY during times of great social and economic upheaval.  We learn that when they fall short, the doomsayers almost never admit that there were wrong but become even MORE adamant about the truth of their beliefs, using various rationalizations to cover their failures.  But such doomsday scenarios are not just limited to religious people- there are secular versions of it as well whether—rightly or wrongly--they involve overpopulation, resource depletion, nuclear winter, Y2K, solar flares, super volcanoes, and, of course, global warming.  Sociologists say that such doomsday prognostication helps us to make sense of an often seemingly senseless and chaotic world.  Because life can feel so threatening and even tragic, when problems become so big and there appear to be no solutions in sight, we find ourselves feeling so very helpless and vulnerable.  The devastation brought about by the massive tsunami in Japan a few months back and the recent outbreak of tornadoes that has left so much death and destruction in our own country are just two examples of such.  However, when we believe that these events are part of a much LARGER PLAN, that they are moving towards some kind of final destination, then that helps us to find purpose and meaning in them.  Instead of feeling confused or fearful about life, we then start to feel that no matter how chaotic, oppressive, or evil the world may be, someone or something is actually in control and all will be made right in the end.
	Of course, herein lies part of Christianity’s appeal.  Our faith tells us that things don’t happen haphazardly in this world but that God is ultimately in control of events, that he doesn’t allow anything to occur without first “permitting” it to happen.  This is called “divine providence” and it is a central tenet of our own Presbyterian and Reformed theology.  This is why we study “eschatology” or the study of the Last Days or End Times, because it teaches us that God’s reign will break into this world and ultimately transform it into something we are incapable of creating ourselves.  What’s more, we can be assured that it WILL come to pass, that nothing will be able to frustrate God’s purpose behind it.  We can look at the long history of God’s involvement with his people, the Jews, and see how behind it all, God was using them to prepare the way for the advent of the Messiah, for the coming of his own Son into the world.  Then, when he was so cruelly and shamelessly put to death by the same people he had come to save, he was suddenly raised back to life again.  Through this act, the ultimate power of sin and death was destroyed, guaranteeing the inevitable defeat of Satan and his minions.  Subsequently, at an appointed time known only to God, we are told that Christ will return for his church and take us all back to heaven with him where we shall enjoy his presence for all eternity.  Then, all things shall be brought under his control and every knee shall bow and tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.  All history as we now know it shall finally be brought to an end and an entirely NEW history will be begun.  Just HOW that will happen and WHAT that will look like, no one knows- only that it WILL happen.  This is what the Bible refers to as our “blessed hope.”
	However, unless we buy into this story, unless we perceive this account of fall and redemption through Jesus Christ also concerns US, then it can seem as sheer nonsense- like some weird fairy tale or science fiction plot when the fact is that it forms the very heart and core of our faith.  It says that our lives are part of a much larger scheme involving forces far greater than ourselves; that, as St. Paul told the church in Ephesus, “We are not contending against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”  Our peace and comfort comes in knowing that in spite of the seemingly senseless and chaotic nature of life, above, beneath, and within all human events are the loving hands of One who holds us close to himself and promises to never let us go.
	But what does our scripture text have to do with all this.  The author of Second Peter was written to combat false prophets in the church.  But unlike Harold Camping, these prophets didn’t falsely predict that Christ was already on the way and that the end of the world was now at hand.  On the contrary, the false prophets who were roundly condemned in this epistle declared just the OPPOSITE- these were those who DENIED the reality of the Second Coming, those who dismissed as ridiculous the notion that Christ would ever return for his church and bring humanity’s sordid history to a close.  The author, who most agree wasn’t Peter at all but perhaps a close associate of his, is scathing of those deceivers.  He knows that some Christians have begun to waver in their faith concerning their Lord’s return and in the destruction and re-creation of the earth.  He says in chapter two that they deny Christ himself and bring quick destruction upon themselves.  God will bring some of his heaviest judgment upon them for their lies and wickedness; they are accursed and the deepest darkness of hell is reserved for them.  In chapter three, he says that God can bring Christ back at any time but when that time DOES come, he will return like a thief in the night and everything will then be consumed in a great fire.  
	In this morning’s scripture lesson from chapter one, the author is establishing for his readers how the return of Christ in glory is no fable or cleverly devised myth but a reality he knows with absolute certainty.  After all, he had personally witnessed Christ being glorified on the Mount of Transfiguration when he spoke with Moses and Elijah.  This for him served as evidence that as Christ appeared in glory in his FIRST coming, he will no less come in power and glory at his SECOND coming and of that they could be sure.  Where these false teachers live as if there was no final judgment to come, the TRUE believers are to live as if their Savior WILL come again, that he who went to that cross is also the glorious Son of god who will judge the world on the Last Day.  The church is called to live faithfully today in light of this hope.
	Now I’ve thought a lot about this topic since I heard of Camping’s prediction and all the publicity it has received and I believe there are some lessons we, the church, can take away from it.  FIRST, where we might be critical of those who, like Harold Camping, would make silly predictions concerning the day of Christ’s return, we CAN know with some assuredness that regardless of WHEN and even HOW this event will take place, Christ WILL return again.  The Bible DOES say that Christ will one day gather up all his children unto himself and draw the curtain on history as we now know it to a close.  Thus, I TOO affirm that at the end of time and history, WHATEVER that means and WHENEVER that takes place, Christ himself will return to earth a SECOND time and establish once and for all his kingdom here upon the earth.  However, UNTIL that day comes, we are to CONTINUE working towards establishing his kingdom of love and justice on the earth the same way we pray, “thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth, as it is in heaven.”  Besides, when you consider all the horror and injustice in the world, from a plague that destroyed half of Europe during the Middle Ages to the carnage of two World Wars and a holocaust that systematically took the lives of six million Jews, it seems we can’t help BUT believe that at some point, there WILL be a final reckoning, that true justice WILL be meted out to everyone, and THEN we shall enjoy eternity in the presence of our God.  This hope is inescapable- one that God has hardwired into us and remains part of our emotional and spiritual DNA.
	But does that mean Jesus will necessarily return in the same way Paul described in his letter to the Thessalonians: 
But we would not have you ignorant, brethren, concerning those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope.  For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep.  For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, shall not precede those who have fallen asleep.  For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the archangel's call, and with the sound of the trumpet of God.  And the dead in Christ will rise first; then we who are alive, who are left, shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air; and so we shall always be with the Lord.  Therefore comfort one another with these words. (1 Thess. 4:13-18)
No, not necessarily.  Paul may have been employing such dramatic imagery to underscore the wondrous nature of the event.  HOW or WHEN this will occur will continue to be a real mystery and matter of some speculation.  The MAIN thing, however, is that we understand the doctrine of the Return of Christ is FOR REAL, that it is not some fanciful myth or tale that the church should ever be embarrassed by.  Rather, it remains a PROMISE that has been central to the church’s faith and hope for these past two thousand years, one that we are told to constantly “comfort” ourselves with.  Although a very few percentage of believers were deceived into believing that Judgment Day was to arrive on May 21st, the vast majority of the church around the globe and throughout her history has and will CONTINUE to believe that Christ WILL come again.  He will not only judge the earth but he will also inaugurate a new age of peace and justice for the creation.  Therefore, we should always live as though Christ’s return is imminent, that TODAY is always the day of salvation.  Christians, have every reason to be a people of hope regardless of how bad times may get or how tragic our situation may become because in the end, Christ promises to right all wrongs and bring about a world in which “he will wipe away all tears and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away” as it says in Revelation.   
	And SECOND, simply because we affirm that at his return Christ will finally fulfill his kingdom here on earth, this is not an excuse for us to stop trying to reflect the same kind of commitments that characterize Christ’s kingdom.  On the contrary, it gives us every incentive to work even HARDER on behalf of his kingdom--to never stop trying to alleviate suffering and privation and injustice wherever we see it--for his intention will be to complete the work which we, his church, will have already begun.  For now, this world is currently our home; it is the home God made for us and pronounced as good, the home he has blessed us with and instructed us to take care of.  Unless we see our present world in this way, we can never be adequate caretakers or stewards over this creation or towards one another.  
	Let me conclude by saying that the irony for me this past May 21st was how at the very moment in which the world was expected to come to an end, I was performing a wedding right here in this sanctuary.  At the very instant that people were expecting to depart from this earth, I was helping to cement a love relationship and preparing a couple for the beginning of their new lives together here on this same earth.  Where the followers of Harold Camping thought only of doom, OUR focus here that afternoon was entirely on HOPE and the FUTURE and THAT is what the people of God must be all about.  Christ never asks us to forsake the world.  Rather, he summons us to engage it head on with all the hope and joy and love and faith we can muster, remembering that though the earth is not our FINAL destination, it REMAINS for the moment our ONLY home till his return.  Let us pray…
Gracious God, our Heavenly Father, help us to keep our eyes focused firmly on the future and NOT on the past, to keep our hopes directed toward your Son and the task at hand and NOT on the silly claims of some man or woman who may claim a special knowledge.  Help us to truly know that in spite of how overwhelming life can often feel, you are behind it all, and how THROUGH it all, we remain safely and securely in your care.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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