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I commend the Kairos planning team for choosing such a bold theme.  
Apocalyptic imagination is the great step-child of western culture, especially since 
the Age of Reason colonized our minds and hearts.  Apocalyptic literature’s wild, 
visionary, almost shamanistic symbolism is forever being consigned to the 
academic, fundamentalist and/or looney-bin fringes by the dominant culture.  
This is because, as a tradition of resistance, apocalyptic is at once too pessimistic 
about the current status quo, and too hopeful about redemption coming from 
beyond history as controlled by empire.   
 
Yet apocalyptic motifs keep popping up in popular culture, not least the movies.  
There is, of course, no biblical tradition more widely and profoundly 
misunderstood and misappropriated that apocalyptic.  It is like a strong 
therapeutic drug—it needs to be handled wisely, because what can heal can also 
kill if abused.  For all these difficulties, however, I believe that apocalyptic holds 
an important key to discerning any given historical moment.  And this is why I 
salute the Kairos movement in Canada for not being afraid to wrestle with the 
controversial power of apocalyptic imagination.  God knows, the times we are in 
demand nothing less.    

“Christ consoled by the angel on the Mount 
of Olives,” Rembrandt  van Rijn, 1655-57 
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I. 

 
Apocalyptic is not about the cataclysmic destruction of the world, as so often 
assumed in popular culture—though it does long for the end of oppression and 
the demise of the imperial state.  Rather, apocalyptic literature arose specifically 
from the context of ancient empire, beginning probably during the era of Persian 
and then Hellenistic domination of the Mediterranean world. 
 

The Greek word apocalypsis 
means unmasking or 
unveiling.  It has to do with a 
kind of vision that is able to 
see through the dominant 
stories of empire, with its not-
so useful fictions of entitlement 
and sovereignty, its militaristic 
triumphalism, its seductive 
delusions of grandeur, its 
severe orthodoxies of law and 
order.  Apocalyptic vision peers 
through what Morpheus, in the 
film The Matrix, tells Neo is 
“the world that has been pulled 
over our eyes” (above: “Peering 
through the Cosmic Sphere,” by 
Camille Flammerion, 1888.)  
 

The propaganda of empire masks the truth, distorts what it means to be human, 
hijacks history.  Apocalyptic endeavors to pierce through that veil, to see reality 
from the standpoint of redemption.  And it does this in two ways: 
 

--By stripping away layers of denial and delusion that keep us 
distracted, to expose realities of suffering and injustice—to see the 
world as it really is from the perspective of the poor and victims of 
violence; and 
 
--By transfusing our dulled and dumbed-down imagination with 
visions of the world as it really could and should be from the 
perspective of divine love and justice. 

 
I call this “apocalyptic double vision.”  To see the world enslaved.  And to envision 
the world liberated. 
 
This has little to do with the spectacle of world-destruction, and everything to do 
with social vision and resistance for the sake of transformation.  To illustrate this 
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with a N.T. text not usually considered “apocalyptic,” let us briefly look at the 
example of Ephesians 3.   
 

Because of this [i.e., Christ’s work of bringing together racial/ 
ethnic enemies], 
I [one of the Jewish minority] am a prisoner for the sake of you 
Gentiles [members of the dominant culture]… 
…assuming you have heard… how the mystery (to mustērion) was 
made known to me by revelation (kata apokalupsin)...  Eph 3:1-3 

 
Paul the apostle is portrayed in this late first 
century epistle as a prisoner of empire because of 
his fidelity to the vision of Christ, which demands 
that every form of racial/ethnic apartheid be 
overturned.  Paul is a Jew who is suffering 
imprisonment because of the Gentile majority to 
whom he is appealing (left: “The Apostle Paul in 
Prison,” Rembrandt, ca.1627).  This is not unlike, 
to use a modern analogy, Martin Luther King’s 
Letter from Birmingham 
City Jail, in which the 
black prophet challenges 
the white segregationist 
majority which has him 
locked up (right).   But 
Paul’s vision of Beloved 

Community is not obvious to those socially formed in the 
propaganda of the Roman Empire, so the apostle calls his 
gospel a “mystery”—moreover, one that has been revealed 
to him.  There is the apocalyptic tone: Paul unmasks the 
alleged justice of Rome by sitting in jail as a resister; but 
he also insists on the mysterious possibility of social 
transformation in Christ.   
 
The same approach was taken around the same time—
during the persecution of Christians under Emperor Domitian in the late first 
century—by another political prisoner, John of Patmos, who of course authored a 
much more elaborate apocalyptic appeal: the Book of Revelation.  On one hand 
the realities of injustice that are being denied by the dominant culture are being 
exposed by apocalyptic; on the other hand, the possibilities of a different way of 
being are being glimpsed.  In the case of Ephesians, institutionalized enmity and 
discrimination are being named and overcome through a new form of social 
solidarity.   
Paul no less than three times in this passage calls this new way of being a 
“mystery,” suggesting that it is not obvious to conventional thinking.  He goes on 
to say that the vocation of the church is to proclaim this “sophia/wisdom” to the 
rulers and authorities in the highest places.  Principalities and powers are typical 
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of the vocabulary of apocalyptic, and as Walter Wink has shown, represent the 
spirit that stands behind social and political structures.  In other words, Paul is 
calling the church to evangelize the Powers—something our timid denominations 
have long forgotten, but which apocalyptic faith puts at the center of discipleship:  
 

When you read this you can perceive my grasp of the mystery of 
Christ (tō mustēriō tou Christou) …  
…namely, that the Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of 
the same body….  
[I have been give the task of] enabling everyone to see what is the 
administration of the mystery (hē oikonomia tou mustēriou) hidden 
for ages in God who created all things,  
so that through the church the wisdom of God (sophia tou theou) in 
its rich diversity might now be made known to the principalities 
and powers in the highest places… Eph 3:4-9 

 
Apocalyptic, then, is surprisingly militant in its advocacy for radical change.  “No 
one can pick up this cord that is plugged into the gospel of expectation,” 

theologian Carl Braaten put it 30 years ago, “without becoming 
shocked into a quarrel with themselves and their own people.”   
 
We see this quarrel raging in one 20th century intellectual tradition 
that did take apocalyptic seriously: Critical Theory, notably in that 
mystical Jewish Marxist philosopher, Walter Benjamin (left).  
Consider one of Benjamin’s most riveting images, from his ninth 
thesis on the Philosophy of History:   
 

A Klee painting named ‘Angelus Novus’ [1920; 
right] shows an angel looking as though he is 
about to move away from something he is 
fixedly contemplating.  His eyes are staring, his 
mouth is open, his wings are spread.  This is 
how one pictures the angel of history.  His face 
is turned toward the past.  Where we perceive 
a chain of events, he sees one single 
catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage and 
hurls it in front of his feet.  The angel would 
like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole 
what has been smashed.  But a storm is 
blowing in from Paradise; it has got caught in 
his wings with such a violence that the angel 
can no longer close them.  The storm 
irresistibly propels him into the future to 
which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows 
skyward.  This storm is what we call progress. 
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Benjamin’s trope was high heresy given the orthodoxies of modernity.  He rejected 
the ideology of Progress, that virtually theological conviction that western society 
was building Paradise on earth through technology and social management and 
corporate rule.  “Where we see historical Progress,” Benjamin argues, “the angel 
of history sees only victims piled high as a storm of destruction—all justified, of 
course, by our historic mission, whether that be Manifest Destiny, the War to end 
all Wars, or the mission to bring democracy and free markets to the globe.   
 
The severe imperative to conform to the canons of economic growth, or 
technological development, or political consolidation, makes this ideology a storm 
that is driving us into a disastrous future.  But our backs are turned, as we live 
in denial.  A single contemporary fact vindicates Benjamin’s vision as prophetic in 
the apocalyptic tradition: namely, that we crossed a historic line some 30 years 
ago, into an era of permanent ecological crisis. The 2004 Living Planet Report 

shows that our annual draw-
down of natural capital is 
liquidating nature.  Their analysis 
of the global ecological footprint 
indicates that human activities 
have been in an overshoot 
position for three decades, and 
are rapidly increasing over time 
(www.footprintnetwork.org).  We 
have officially entered the era of 
endgame.  But we refuse to 
recognize it. 
 

The gospel texts that are before us this morning call us to wake up to this grim 
reality.  "Are you asleep?  Were you not strong enough to stay awake?" Jesus asks 
the disciples he had hoped would keep vigil with him in the garden of 
Gethsemene (Mark 14:37).  Of all the many queries posed by Jesus the Great 
Interlocutor to his disciples, this is the most unsettling, because of its apocalyptic 
overtones.  Peter has just moments earlier vowed that he would never abandon 
Jesus, as they emerged from their Passover Seder (14:31).  To this Jesus 
responds darkly that he above all would take refuge in Denial. 
 
Peter is the patron saint of all us heroic activists who pledge to save the world.  
Our spirit is willing, but our flesh is weak.  When Jesus invites us to keep vigil 
with him in the dark night of history, we are either too busy, or asleep like Peter.  
The consequences of Peter’s inability to stay awake Mark reveals in the terrible 
and poignant vignette of Peter’s infamous denial.   
Mark narrates the scene with archetypal power as a sort of split screen: inside the 
courtoom, Jesus stands trial before the Sanhedrin, accused of heresy and 
treason.  Outside, Peter stands in the courtyard—unable to follow Jesus into the 
dock, but unwilling to abandon him altogether.  It’s the best he can do, given his 
conflicted fears.  So Peter is left standing with the imperial guards, warming 
himself at their fire (Mk 14:54b; below, Nicolas Tourienr, “Peter’s Denial,” 1625).   
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While Peter was below in 
the courtyard, one of the 
servant-girls of the high 
priest came by. When she 
saw Peter warming 
himself, she stared at him 
and said, ‘You also were 
with Jesus, the man from 
Nazareth.’ But he denied 
it, saying, ‘I do not know 
or understand what you 
are talking about.’ And he 
went out into the 
forecourt. Then the cock 
crowed. And the servant-
girl, on seeing him, began 
again to say to the 
bystanders, ‘This man is 
one of them.’ But again he denied it.    (Mk 14:66-69) 

 
How revealing.  If we can’t follow Jesus, sooner or later we stand confused and 
fearful, warming ourselves at the imperial fire.  We who enjoy race, class and/or 
gender privileges in the First World know all too much about this moment.  Then 
comes the moment of truth, when we are challenged to reveal our true loyalties: 
disciple or citizen?  Part of the resistance, or of the empire?  We stammer and 
stutter in a thousand different ways, knowing we have a get out of jail free card if 
we just tow the line. 
 
Squeezed by conflicting loyalties in the imperial vise, Peter makes the fateful 
choice – he seeks refuge in the shadow world of Denial.  To forfeit the truth about 
ourselves in order to save our asses: this is the deal that empire teaches us to 
cut, the Faustian bargain Jesus warned us against when he called us to take up 
our crosses (8:35f).  Jesus understood perfectly the unforgiving psychological and 
political character of Denial:  If we flee from the consequences of discipleship, it is 
into the arms of imperial ignominy (8:38).  Unable to follow Jesus, neither can he 
pass as an innocent bystander.  
 
“And he began to curse his life” (14:71).  Who wouldn’t curse their life at such a 
dead end?  Curse religion, or politics or history, or one’s parents, or friends, or 
one’s own choices – curse everything that conspires to bring us to such moments.  
Finally, cornered and cowering, Peter swears his oath of dissociation – the 
inevitable fruit of Denial. 
 
It is almost dawn.  A rooster’s hoarse croon drifts hauntingly in the sudden 
stillness.  Then, slowly, like a stake being driven into his heart, Peter’s soul 
begins to implode, and he breaks down in better weeping.  His inconsolable 
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sobbing echoes through the ages, resonating whenever believers have betrayed 
the vision they held dearest.  Throughout the two millennia of the “Christian era” 
it has continued to well up, as the church struggles with its own apostasy, our 
Trail of Tears.  Today, in the twilight of a different imperial courtyard, this lament 
again lodges in our Christians hearts.  We too have tried to “follow Jesus at a 
distance.”  We too are being confronted by our conflicted loyalties.  We too are 
realizing out Denial.   Here, in this moment, paralyzed and ashamed before our 
Wailing Wall, we are invited to practice apocalyptic faith in order to recover the 
journey of discipleship.  
 
The antidote to Denial, archetypally in the gospel, is revealed in the Garden of 
Gethsemene.  It is to resist the imperial coma, to stay awake to the horror and the 
hope, and to remember that closing petition in the Lord’s Prayer: “Keep us from 
the time of trial.”  If we don’t stay awake, we’ll inevitably cut deals with the 
empire so we don’t have to face the via crucis.  But this is such a difficult vigil to 
keep; the desire of our spirits so rarely seems a match for the fragility of our flesh. 
 
Indeed Mark's portrait of Gethsemane makes clear that Jesus himself is no aloof 
demigod, serenely reflecting on the mystery of human pathos.  Quite the contrary, 
he is profoundly distressed that it has all come to this (14:33).  Jesus does not 
want to face the consequences of his resistance to empire -"He prayed that the 
hour might pass" (14:35).  He hopes desperately that there is some other way to 
change the world -"Please remove this cup' (14:36).  But he remains awake, while 
the disciples fall asleep, no doubt dreaming of better times.  So when the Powers 
come for Jesus, all the disciples can think to do is fight or flee, both of which 
merely strengthen the imperial hand (14:47, 50).  Only Jesus will embrace the via 
crucis.  The vigil in the Garden is thus crucial to how we navigate the difficult 
terrain of empire, and it lies at the heart of apocalyptic faith. 
 
"What I say to you I say to all: Stay awake!" concludes Jesus’ apocalyptic 
discourse in Mark (13:37).  For the church, history is long and hard and lonely, 
as the last of Jesus' parables in Mark’s story recognizes.  We have been placed in 
service of Jesus’ vision of a "house for all peoples”-- but it is not easy trying to 
maintain it against the storms of Progress.  It often feels as if the architect of the 
house has simply gone away and left us to our own devices (13:34f).  We don't 
have answers for all of the world's questions, and we don't know when, or how, or 
if, the architect will return and put an end to the suffering.  All we have been told 
is to keep vigil at the door with the angel of history, to stay awake with Jesus in a 
world that has become Gethsemane.   
 
This is an invitation to insomniac theology and politics—and I don’t use this 
metaphor lightly, because I am someone who suffers from a taxing complex of 
sleep disorders.  Now I understand that the notion of keeping vigil is strange and 
difficult for "progressive" activists.  It could be construed as yet another religious 
rationalization for doing nothing to try to change anything, to abandon the 
struggle within history for some blessed hope that will rescue us from it.  But that 
is not what insomniac theology is about.   
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II. 

 
On March 31, 1968, Passion Sunday, less than a 
week before he was assassinated in Memphis, 
Martin Luther King preached at the National 
Cathedral in Washington DC (left).  He was 
campaigning for his proposed Poor People’s 
Campaign, while at the same time he had been 
drawn deeply into the struggle of low income 
workers in Memphis.  His sermon was titled 
“Remaining Awake through A Great Revolution,” and 
his text was, apocalyptically enough, from the Book 
of Revelation: “Behold, I make all things new.”   

 
In this sermon, King reiterated a theme he had been hammering on for a year: the 
need to build a common cause against the three great pathologies of American 
empire: racism, militarism and poverty.  “It is an unhappy truth that racism is a 
way of life for the vast majority of white Americans,” King said, “spoken and 
unspoken, acknowledged and denied, subtle and sometimes not so subtle—the 
disease of racism permeates and poisons a whole body politic.”  He added: “We 
are challenged to rid our nation and the world of poverty. Like a monstrous 
octopus, poverty spreads its nagging, prehensile tentacles into hamlets and 
villages all over our world… We are coming to Washington in a Poor People’s 
Campaign…to bring the tired, the poor, the huddled masses.  We are going to 
bring those who have known long years of hurt and neglect… I submit that 
nothing will be done until people of goodwill put their bodies and their souls in 
motion.  And it will be the kind of soul force brought into being...”  “One other 
challenge that we face,” King added, “is that we must find an alternative to war 
and bloodshed.”  He then went on to denounce the war in Indochina as “the most 
unjust war in our history.” 
 
King had forged the outline of this critique of what 
he called the “giant triplets” in his famous “Beyond 
Vietnam” speech in 1967 (right).  Despite the 
opposition of most of his colleagues in the Civil 
Rights establishment, King chose that moment to 
articulate his open and unequivocal opposition to 
the Vietnam war.  He articulated a bold and 
prescient prophetic critique of the inevitable 
relationship between war and empire.  “We must 
rapidly begin the shift from a ‘thing-oriented’ society 
to a "person-oriented" society,” he said.  “When 
machines and computers, profit motives and property rights are considered more 
important than people, the giant triplets of racism, materialism, and militarism 
are incapable of being conquered.”  It is an analysis which resonates still.   
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King gave the Riverside speech exactly one year almost to the hour before he was 
murdered in Memphis, victim of a government conspiracy to silence his prophetic 
voice.  In light of all this, his “Remaining Awake” sermon suggests that true 
apocalyptic faith holds nonviolent vigil amidst the storms of imperial history, not 
passively, but actively.  King “remained awake” to both the realities of persistent 
racism, the Indochina war and widespread economic disparity at home and 
abroad on one hand, and to God’s dream of true justice on the other, and did so 
at a time where he just as easily could have taken his Nobel Peace prize and 
modest Civil Rights gains and settled for one of the many academic or board 
positions being offered to him in 1968.  Instead, however, he pressed his 
campaign against war, racism and poverty more intensely.   
 
In the Remaining Awake sermon, King describes his own crossroads of 
conscience:  
 

When I first took a stand against the war in Vietnam, the critics 
took me on and they had their say in the most negative and 
sometimes most vicious way. One day a newsman came to me and 
said, "Dr. King, don’t you think you’re going to have to stop, now, 
opposing the war and move more in line with the administration’s 
policy? As I understand it, it has hurt the budget of your 
organization, and people who once respected you have lost respect 
for you. Don’t you feel that you’ve really got to change your 
position?" I looked at him and I had to say, “…I’m not a consensus 
leader. I do not determine what is right and wrong by looking at 
the budget of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference…” 
Ultimately a genuine leader is not a searcher for consensus, but a 
molder of consensus… There comes a time when one must take 
the position that is neither safe nor politic nor popular, but he 
must do it because conscience tells him it is right. I believe today 
that there is a need for all people of goodwill to come with a 
massive act of conscience and say in the words of the old Negro 
spiritual, "We ain’t goin’ study war no more." 
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This sort of discipleship has a long genealogy in the history of resistance to 
empire, as our Exodus 1-2 readings invoke.  This story narrates the first great 
story of conscientious civil disobedience in the Bible.  It is set in the context of 
systemic oppression of Hebrews in Egypt, not unlike the setting of Dr. King’s 
ministry amidst American apartheid.  Pharaoh, as with so many imperial rulers 
across the centuries, proposes to manage the problem of the poor masses by 
engineering their demise.  
 

The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was 
named Shiphrah and the other Puah, “When you act as midwives 
to the Hebrew women, and see them on the birth-stool, if it is a 
boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, she shall live.”  But the midwives 
feared God; they did not do as the king of Egyp commanded them, 
but they let the boys live.  (Ex 1:15-17).   

 
Paranoid potentates must always rely on regular people to do the dirty work, and 
in this case, the recruited accomplices choose life, and deceive their superiors to 
protect the innocent.  In the grand biblical narrative, these midwives appear only 
in this bit part, yet upon their conscientious resistance hung the whole of 
liberation history.   
 

And their legacy continues.  I think for example of Murphy Davis 
of the Open Door Community in Atlanta, Georgia, a Presbyterian 
pastor and dear friend who has labored for 30 years to expose 
the connections between poverty, racism and homelessness on 
one hand, and prison and the death penalty on the other.  
Advocating for compassion and justice for those on the streets, 
and regularly visiting those on Death Row, Murphy is a modern 
day Puah, refusing to cooperate with policies that discard poor 

folk as so much collateral damage to urban renewal.  (Left: Murphy in Robert 
Shetterly’s Americans Who Tell The Truth portrait series). 
 
Or my colleague Alexia Salvatierra (right, leading a march in 
solidarity with striking grocery workers in 2004), a Lutheran 
minister with Clergy and Laity United for Economic Justice 
who has stood with low income workers throughout California.  
Like Shiphrah, she has endeavored to save innocent lives by 
launching the New Sanctuary Movement, organizing for 
churches to provide radical hospitality to resist the 
deportation of those targeted by immigration authorities. 
 
Or Nora Bernard (right), native activist from the Millbrook 
Reserve, N.S. who has pushed Canada to confront its residential 
schools legacy.  Thanks to the organzing and advocacy of this 
modern day Hebrew mid-wife, in Dec 2006 a $2-billion 
compensation package for native survivors was approved.  The 
prime minister’s apology one year ago last week opened the way 
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for a Truth and Reconciliation Commission to examine this legacy, to keep alive 
the stories of so many children who Pharaoh forced into displacement, abuse and 
misery, and explore the possibilities for healing.  
 
The actions of holy obedience by the Hebrew midwives of old were at the same 
time risky acts of civil disobedience.  The courage required for such work 
necessitated that these women were “awake” to the truth of their historical 

moment.  They had to see through Pharaoh’s policies of 
genocide, which were publicly promoted beneath the 
earnest rhetoric of national security and economic 
development and protecting the homeland.  This clarity 
of vision led to them fashioning a sort of “underground 
railroad” to save Hebrew innocents, a strategy that was 
reproduced some three thousand years later by 
courageous African American women such as 
Sojourner Truth (left), who smuggled her people to 
safety in Canada, and Harriet Tubman, who once said, 
“I freed a thousand slaves; I could have freed a 
thousand more if they but knew they were slaves!”  

 
According to the Exodus story, one of those who benefited from that first 
“underground railroad” in Egypt was none other than Moses, whose mother 
floated him down the Nile to avoid Pharaoh’s pogrom.  The Exodus story is an 
absurd mismatch: kings against kids!  Yet look at the remarkable conspiracy of 
women who confound these odds.  Pharaoh’s daughter rescues the child, and, 
trumping realpolitikk with compassion, smuggles him into the very royal house 
that despises his people.  Then, in an almost comic turn, a Hebrew midwife is 
called for, and thanks to the ingenuous covert organizing of the resistance, Moses’ 
mother is also smuggled in to reclaim her child—and gets paid to boot (Ex 2:1-9).  
This is the creative monkey-wrenching of the marginalized, who use their hard-
earned street smarts to thwart the powerful and survive.    
 
The new leader is even given a revolutionary name: Moishe, which means “Out of 
the Water” (Ex 2:10).  Might that be the water that will later in the story drown 
Pharaoh’s army as they try to pursue Moishe and his people as they march to 
freedom?  
 
This Exodus tale became the pattern for the later birth narratives of the gospels.  
In Matthew, Jesus survives the Herod’s slaughter of the innocents because of 
conscientious Magi who refuse to reveal his whereabouts.  Jesus thus begins life 
as a political refugee, ironically, in Egypt.  In Luke Jesus, like Moses, begins his 
life homeless: lying in a feed trough.  Such is the paradox of biblical history.  As 
imperial minds plot genocide, God’s messengers enter the world at risk: floating 
down the Nile in a reed basket (Ex 2:3), spirited out of the country on back roads 
(Mt 2:14).  Against the presence of Power is pitted the power of Presence: 
Immanuel, “God with us.”  
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Such conspiracies of resistance 
makes one might think of an 
analogous birth narrative of a 
modern resistance leader.  Rosa 
Parks (left) was an activist who 
stayed awake and acted for justice 
on behalf of the oppressed by 
refusing to move on a 
Montgomery, AL bus in 1955.  
Her action sparked a city-wide 
bus boycott that overturned 
transportation apartheid, a 
movement led by poor working 
women who “midwifed” into the 
struggle a young local Baptist 
preacher named Martin Luther 

King.  This movement in turn inaugurated the modern Civil Rights movement, of 
which King became the great visionary—as in the Moses story. 

 
 
III. 

 
These brief reflections remind us just what it is we 
are to be watching for as we keep vigil with Jesus 
and the angel of history in a world become 
Gethsemene (left: “Agony in the garden,” El Greco, 
1600-05).  Again, the notion of a vigil is difficult for 
those of us who are activist organizers and 
educators.  I do not mean to suggest that we should 
not continue with our social analysis, our political 
strategies, and our campaigns and actions.  On the 
contrary, we need more of it, much more.  But only 
apocalyptic faith can ultimately bear the weight of 
history, and again, it requires two disciplines.  
 
On one hand, we must resist resignation to the 
world as it is.  This means struggling to stay awake 
to the numbing, overwhelming issues of violence 
and injustice, whether Street crime, police abuse or 
militarization; domestic violence, human trafficking 
or grinding poverty; torture and an entertainment 
culture that is ruled by the gun. 

 
Above all we must not imagine that we can sleep though our ecological crisis.  
Our unsustainable, addictive compulsive civilization is perhaps best exemplified 
by the unconscionable tar sands extraction in northern Alberta, turning vast lush 
boreal forest into a barren industrial landscape of open pit mines and toxic tailing 
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ponds.  As I noted already, such policies are driving us into a dark future to 
which, like the Angelus Novus, we have our backs turned, as we continue to live 
in Denial of the consequences of our ecological holocaust.  Such a historical 
moment of crisis calls for nothing less than apocalyptic faith. 
 
On the other hand, we must awaken to hope, resisting the 
temptation to despair that history cannot be any different, 
that another world is not in fact possible.  Here we must 
remember our sisters Shiphrah and Puah and all who 
have danced defiantly in their footsteps through the 
ages—women like Catholic Worker founder Dorothy Day 
(right) and Guatemalan poet and Presbyterian human 
rights activist Julia Esquivel, like Methodist pastor Myrna 
Bethke, who responded to the loss of her brother in the 
Sept 11th 2001 attacks in New York by traveling to 
Afghanistan to stand with civilian victims of U.S. 
retaliatory bombing; or like Catholic laywoman Marietta 
Jaeger, who responded to the brutal murder of her 
daughter by campaigning against the death penalty.   
 
Apocalyptic faith stays awake to the hope that is generated by all forms of faithful 
resistance, by all experiments with new ways of living, by all social advances that 
humanize life—none too small to celebrate, none too large for the dream of God.   

 
When we stay awake to all of the 
horror and the hope, we realize the 
kairos moment that plants the 
seeds of renewal, even during the 
darkest midnight of empire.  But 
the old stories of scripture remind 
us that the kind of apocalyptic 
discipleship that challenges denial 
and animates imagination carries a 
cost in the real world.   This 
explains why the great vigil to 
which Jesus calls us in 
Gethsemene is the culmination of 
the discipleship story in the gospel, 
and the opening of the Passion 
narrative (left: “Christ's agony in 
the Garden of Olives,” Fray 
Bartolomeo, date unknown). 

 
This vigil was kept by Archbishop Oscar Romero, gunned down while saying Mass 
in El Salvador, and by Quaker Tom Fox, murdered while trying to stand against 
the war with Iraqi civilians.  Notre Dame Sister Dorothy Stang paid the price of 
staying awake, martyred in Brazil in Feb 2005 for attempting to stop illegal 
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logging in the Amazon rainforest and to stand with the traditional campesino 
rubber tappers. 
 
And, of course, Dr. King embraced it as well.  The 
Lorraine Motel in Memphis, where he died, is now 
the National Civil Rights Museum, thanks to a 
protracted community struggle to commemorate 
these painful events.  The only thing written on 
King’s memorial stone (right), located under the 
balcony where he was gunned down, is the taunt of 
Joseph’s brothers; “Let us kill the dreamer and we 
shall see what becomes of his dreams.”  That verse 
still haunts our nations and our churches like an 
unresolved chord.  
  
Apocalyptic faith invites us to stay awake, yet to continue dreaming the dream of 
God.  May all the many concerns and campaigns represented in this room, woven 
together into this magnificent, ongoing Kairos network in Canada and around the 
world, be nurtured by this great vigil that undergirds our actions, so we do not 
settle for less than the Reign of God, nor do we forget that every act of resistance 
and renewal, no matter how great or small, mysteriously brings the new heavens 
and new earth closer.   With this faith we will reclaim the church as a movement 
for liberation, and reclaim our work for liberation as church. 
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