
FINDING PEACE IN FRIGHTFUL TIMES 

In the first Scripture we heard today, in the book of Daniel, we begin not with the action 

movie setting is encountered in the first half of Daniel’s prophetic writings; where we 

have stories of lions, fire, and stories of resistance against “the man,” in the form of King 

Nebuchadnezzar. Those chapters, my friends, preach excitingly, beautifully. They allow 

the preacher the pleasure of feeling deft and dexterous with the Word. But Church, the 

lectionary, on this blessed Sunday, did not invite us there. But, rather, we find ourselves 

squarely in the midst of apocalypse. Perhaps, it has been awhile since you have heard 

preaching on the apocalypse. Wiser leaders than I, often choose not to tread into these 

dangerous places, places that are rife with theological pitfalls. But with the Holy Spirit’s 

aid, we will stay, at least for a little while today, on the topic of apocalypse. And so, yes, 

following stories of trial and contest, the book of Daniel culminates in a series of 

apocalyptic visions in which the book’s hero, Daniel, is shown his people’s future. And 

the future, at least the immediate one, is not bright. Suffering like never before will be 

felt throughout the nation. On the bright side, some people will be saved and some even 

resurrected from death to live again. On the not so bright side, others may face torment. 

Eternal torment. It is easy for us to understand how a theology that is rooted in the self-

importance of the dominant could lead to passages like this being used as a cudgel to 

frighten, to traumatise, and to shame into submission. We know this story well, because 

some of us worshipping here today, find ourselves members of the United Church of 

Canada, precisely because we have been exposed to a kind of Christianity that centres 

itself and its followers as the ones whose names are on the scrolls, and decries all 

others as the ones who will suffer hells of various descriptions. And so whether we 

ourselves believe in a literal hell of the afterlife, or just know the hell that exists in an 



estrangement from fulfillment of our humanity while we live here on earth as an “other”; I 

think it is wise, for all of us, dominant and not, that we err on the side of reticence about 

divine judgment. Because for us, as in most cases, we find that the book of the holy 

ones is sealed. For now friends, we see but through a glass darkly, later, we will see 

face to face. 

In the meantime, like the authors of Daniel, we survey as much history as we can, and 

make the best inferences we can about the future. We remember as the prophet 

reminds us that God is always acting through a people, that God draws near to a 

people, wants to save and redeem and resurrect a people. And perhaps we are inspired 

to gather near those people who know a little more that we do about what might be 

coming and we hold fast to our faith when face with the end of times. Because even 

John Calvin, as cold and dispassionate a man that he was, wrote that “as we do not 

know who belongs to the number of the predestined or who does not, we ought to be so 

minded as to wish that all be saved” (Inst. III.xxiii.14). The afterlife may or may not be 

dualistic—we do not know in full (1 Corinthians 13:9–12)—but in the meantime humility 

should teach us to live as if God’s salvation is universal (Ephesians 1:10).  

And so, it must be asked, who knows what it is to live through the end? Perhaps, you 

yourself, are one who knows all too well about hell. About the end. About apocalypse. 

Perhaps the contemporaneous iniquity and gift visited upon you from generations 

before is a cellular remembrance of life being over again and again and again. The 

chaos and the confusion of cultural annihilation. The grief and galling of kidnapping, 



estrangement, enslavement and reeducation in which it is always you who is the fool 

and he who is the victor. The stifling of hiding, the stain upon the soul and psyche of 

being criminalized for existing. Maybe it is the queer ones among us, or the poor, or 

non-conforming. Is it those who are Black, or Indigenous, or refugees, or the trafficked. 

Or some combination of these ‘others’ who live on the margins, always within a hand's 

breadth of the end.  

Now here, my friends, we must tread carefully. I said a moment ago that for some of us 

iniquity is gift, but please do not misunderstand my words. The gift was not given by 

those who sought the erasure of us, of our ancestors. It is not an inadvertent gift of the 

oppressor to the oppressed. We are not noble savages serene in our confines, grateful 

for our prisons. The gift is God-given. The gift is that proximity to annihilation allows 

sacred sight to those who journey back from the brink. Staring into the abyss is not 

necessarily fruitless. It can, and sometimes does, birth an alchemist. One who can take 

the heaviest lead and turn it to gold. A seer. A sage. But not everyone comes back. And 

not all who come back can still speak of what they saw. Many are lost, at least here, in 

this earthly place.  

And so perhaps it is us, those who can see, who ought to be centred in a conversation 

about what the end is and how we remain faithful. How regularly does this community 

consult those most experienced with apocalypse - the poor, trans, queer, Black, 

Indigenous, and disabled - for their direction the co-creation of our liberated future? How 



can we all work together towards strengthening our relationship with these seers? 

These are important questions for us to ponder.  

Because we know there are ends that are coming that are neither historical nor 

allegorical... 

In Mark’s gospel, a disciple marveling at the splendour of the temple is quickly 

dispensed by Jesus. Not one of these stones will be left, he says. All will be thrown 

down. What does that mean for those of us who long to return to the building we miss? 

What does that mean for you as a congregation who wants to see your church endure? 

How do we keep from being led astray?  

Now, you don’t need me to tell you that churches like ours, across the country are 

closing. They are closing weekly. I think that we acknowledge that a sense of 

satisfaction with the status quo has rotted faith and emptied pews. We often hear of the 

increasing secularization of society, and its role in the diminishing church but I don’t 

think that is the entirety of the story of the exodus from church. Not when Christianity as 

a whole is growing worldwide. Our shared faith is shifting its centre away from European 

countries and their Western counterparts to the Global South. My faith journey, in 

seminary, is as much influenced by our United Church story, as it is by my colleagues 

from Indonesia, Korea, and Africa. The queer and Indigenous study alongside. Our love 

of Jesus, our zeal for Creator and creation is unparalleled. Our mouths long to birth 

something true, timely and triumphant about the power of the Holy Spirit.  



These are but these are but beginnings of the birth pangs, Jesus tells us. Every stone 

must fall. 

What are we inadvertently telling about ourselves when we wring our hands in sorrow 

about the closing churches in the West? I wonder, is it that we mourn a loss of faith or a 

loss of power? 

Now, I don’t know if you are spending much time talking to people under 40, or going on 

Twitter, but if you engage regularly in either of these activities you may find a certain 

attitude of resignation, a sense that the trajectory of human events (economic, 

environmental, social, political) has been set. And that setting is a dwindling out. An end 

is nigh. An apocalypse of sorts, perhaps catastrophic or perhaps banal, but as one 

tweet quipped, “I am trying to very gently break it to my dad that nobody under 40 

believes anything good is ever happening again.” I’d be lying if I said I didn’t laugh at 

that. But where does wry laughter leave us? 

The truth is, my contemporaries and the generations that follow us have many good 

points to make about colonialism, racism, environmental concerns, the wealth gap, 

crushing student loan debt, the real estate market etc. There is much to fear. There is 

much that requires urgent doing. And a mysterious God who behaves in ways we 

cannot always understand and was either never explained well, or explained into 

oblivion, can seem to many of my contemporaries, a bridge too far to cross. An 



extraneous inconvenience. Ultimately though, pithiness is a poor substitute for a 

promise. And the promise for us is this, it is not for us to cross the bridge alone. We 

need not have read the names of the holy scrolls and committed the names upon it to 

our memory. We are not asked to scold or to judge. The mysteries of the triune are not 

to be decoded and proven or unproven in scholarly debate or avoided in liturgy, but 

rather savoured and embraced and delighted in. The Divine is delightfully unexplainable 

and yet intimately knowable!  

Church, we are asked to be God’s people. A people who he can guide and lead into 

grace. The task before us is to humble ourselves to accept the discomfort and 

disorientation of destruction of what we believed to be grand and worthy of admiration 

and welcome and midwife what aches to be born in its place.  

May we hold fast to our faith and be willing to hear from those who have already stared 

into the void.  I pray so fervently that we will do just that.  That we will be brave, though 

for now, we see but through a darkened glass. God is with us. This I know.  

I will end today’s reflection with the words of saint and prophet Rabbi Abraham Joshua 

Heschel,  “Some souls are born with a scar, others are endowed with anesthesia. 

Satisfaction with the world is base and the ultimate callousness. The remedy for 

absurdity is still to be revealed. The irreconcilable opposites which agonize human 

existence are the outcry, the prayer. Every one of us is a cantor; everyone of us is called 

to intone a song, to put into prayer the anguish of all... Prayer is meaningless unless it is 



subversive, unless it seeks to overthrow and to ruin the pyramids of callousness, hatred, 

opportunism, falsehoods. The liturgical movement must become a revolutionary 

movement, seeking to overthrow the forces that continue to destroy the promise, the 

hope, the vision." 

Amen. 


