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1. The expectation of a messianic kingdom is to be found in the first book of
Enoch, the fourth book of Ezra and in the New Testament book of Revelation (or Apoca-
lypse). The devil is to be imprisoned for a period of one thousand years, a time in which
Christ will reign together with the righteous martyrs. The devil is thereafter set free for
a short time before his definitive defeat. It is at this point that the final judgement will
take place, to be followed by the establishment of a new heaven and a new earth and the
descent of the new Jerusalem from heaven (Rev 21). For further information and addi-
tional literature on this topic, see “Apocalypses and Apocalypticism,” The Anchor Bible
Dictionary, I (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 279-287.

God Interrupts History
Apocalyptism as an Indispensable
Theological Conceptual Strategy

Lieven Boeve*

Introduction

The Christian apocalyptic imagination is the result of a combina-
tion of two Jewish expectations: the coming of an earthly Messiah who
was to establish a kingdom of peace and justice and the execution of
God’s final judgement at the end of history.1 This stock of ideas has been
broadly received in the course of the preceding two millennia, and has
come to expression in both religious and secular forms. The apocalyptic
era was to be looked forward to and promised to be characterised by
salvation for the chosen, the purification of iniquity and the destruction
of the forces of evil, all of which formed part of the expectation of the
definitive completion (and thus dissolution) of history. This apocalyptic
fever frequently found its way into sectarian and often millenaristic move-
ments. Even a number of Church Fathers, such as Irenaeus of Lyon,
envisaged the dawn of a thousand-year dominion as an interruption in
the course of history. A serious upsurge of apocalyptic fever gave rise to
figures such as Joachim of Fiore in the twelfth century as well as the
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2. See “Chiliasmus,” Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart: Handwörterbuch für
Theologie und Religionswissenschaft, fourth revised edition, II (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,
1999) 136-144.

Schwärmer movement, the ‘leftist’ Reformation, in the sixteenth century
(Thomas Müntzer, Hans Hut). In this instance apocalypticism went hand
in hand with significant dissatisfaction concerning the existing situation
and an appeal for radical change. Chiliasm – an alternative term for mil-
lennarism – can be discerned even today among the Adventists and the
Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

The apocalyptic imagination has also left significant traces in modern
political philosophy (see, for example, the hope expressed by Lessing
and Kant for an era of completion and eternal peace) and political history
(see, among other things, North American political-religious rhetoric, the
Marxist utopia of a classless society or the establishment of the Third Reich).2

We are confronted today with a remarkable paradox, remarkable
enough to inspire the writing of the present contribution. On the one
hand, we live in a time in which apocalyptic ideas have virtually vanished
from the Christian tradition, often on account of the dialogue between
Christian faith and modernity: apocalypticism is too mythological, too
dangerous, too literal, too speculative, too escapist. On the other hand,
however, we are now faced with a ‘post-Christian’ cultural environment
in which apocalyptic is raising its head once again in the form of an
‘apocalyptic sentiment’ which expresses itself, among other things, in a
fear of the physical end of the world, of the moral collapse of the human
race, and of the ultimate meaninglessness of human existence and every
human aspiration or thought. Ancient biblical images seem to have
become metaphors for contemporary cultural sensitivities. 

I. Apocalypse Now: Symptom of a Culture Adrift? 

In everyday linguistic usage, the term ‘apocalypse’ tends in the first
place to refer to a disastrous event, one which presents a threat to the
continued existence of humanity and the world, a world-wide catastrophe,
the end of the world. We survived the millennium bug, for example, which
not only threatened to incapacitate our information-based society but
also to hand us over to all sorts of wild scenarios of anarchy and chaos.
The entire millennium discussion has subsided in recent months: was the
crisis only a commercial peak moment for the information technology
sector or was the same sector ultimately responsible for avoiding disaster? 
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3. See, for example, Apocalypse Now, Independence Day, End of Days, Armageddon,
Judge Dredd. C. Martig, “Filmische Apokalypsen: Wie das Kino dem Ende der Zeit ent-
gegenfiebert,” Herder Korrespondenz 54 (2000) 32-38; “Populäre Apokalyptik: Weltunter-
gang und Neuschöpfung im Kino,” Internationale Katholische Zeitschrift Communio 28
(1999) 545-553; Reinhold Zwick, “Jüngste Tage: Variationen der Apokalypse im Film,”
Jüngste Tage: Die Gegenwart der Apokalyptik, ed. Michael N. Ebertz & Reinhold Zwick
(Freiburg, 1999) 184-226.

1. Apocalypse between Cultural Pessimism and Reaffirmation of Trust 

The roots of present-day apocalyptic sentiment are basically the same
as they always have been: earthquakes, environmental disasters, chaos
and war. Present-day anxiety about global warming, the safety of the
food we eat and its effect on our health might constitute appropriate new
additions to the list. In every case we are confronted with developments
that go unchecked and remain uncheckable, developments that suddenly
constitute a threat to humanity and social existence. In addition, the
simultaneity of new information media technology has changed our per-
ception of time. The flood of ominous messages of doom seems to be
unstoppable and would appear to be expanding exponentially. The result
is a growing sense of unease that expresses itself in insecurity and a lack
of future perspective. Both conservative and progressive critics of culture
tend to proclaim the same message albeit in different terminology: we
live in a culture of death, drugs and sex. We are undergoing a sort of
spiritual apocalypse of which the AIDS pandemic, among other things,
constitutes a significant material incarnation. Our culture has become
a meaning-devouring monster that has sown the seeds of its own down-
fall.

Apocalypticism is also a popular theme in the world of the film.3

Movies that exploit biblical images of pending destruction and of the
ultimate struggle between good and evil are reaping in the box-office
dollars. The same is true of disaster movies of every sort: sinking ships,
erupting volcanoes, crashing airplanes etc. We are presented with a hun-
gry fascination for human limits and their transgression, for threats of
every kind, for anything that upsets our confidence and safe lifestyle.
Besides such threats, however, we often encounter an, albeit Hollywood-
inspired, re-affirmation of our faith in the good, in life itself and in
ourselves. The good always wins out in the end (Judge Dredd), and our
omnipotence is confirmed once again (Independence Day). What appeared
to be leading to an end full of death and destruction is transformed into
a history of victory. Nevertheless, such documents continue to represent
the other side of the picture: our hidden fear of being dominated by
something we ourselves have created, of machines and robots which take
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4. M. E. Williams, “Apocalypse Now,” Concilium 33 (1998) no. 4, 3-10, p. 6.
5. See, for example, R. Hill, “Glaube und Furcht vor dem Millennium,” Interna-

tionale Katholische Zeitschrift Communio 28 (1999) 531-544.

command of our lives, sometimes without us even being aware of it
(cyborgs and the replicants from The Terminator which cannot be distin-
guished from real human beings), of apparent progress which ends in
ecological catastrophe, and so on. At the same time, however, they also
remind us of our fear of those things which have always been beyond our
control: fate, strangeness etc. Such films often achieve commercial suc-
cess, not only because they offer spectacular cinema with lots of special
effects, but also because they seem to touch us at a deeper level. As with
the reading of ancient apocalyptic texts, cultural scientists and philoso-
phers should be on their guard against an all too literal approach to such
films. Compelled by the plot, by the genius of the narrative and the spe-
cial effects, we are probably hearing echoes of something deeper than the
spectacle that flashes before our eyes on the silver screen.4

The ‘ultimate struggle between good and evil’ is not only the sub-
ject of movies and fictional literature; it also raises its head from time to
time in real life. Examples include the incident in Waco, Texas, in 1993
in which the FBI besieged the Branch Davidian complex headed by David
Koresh for 51 days. The siege left 81 sect members dead. The latter inci-
dent is reminiscent of the mass suicide (murder?) of the members of the
Jones’ People’s Temple in Guyana in 1978 in which 912 people were left
dead and the ritual suicides of the Temple of the Sun and Heaven’s Gate
sects, to say nothing of the Oklahoma bomb attack in 1995 – suppos-
edly the work of Christian fundamentalists – and the so-called ‘Serin
Gas’ sect and their attack on the Tokyo underground in 1999.5

2. Three Characteristics of Contemporary Apocalyptic Sensitivity

A closer examination of this cultural and social phenomenon allows
us to discern three specific characteristics that typify contemporary apoca-
lyptic sensitivity. 

a. Fear of the judgement which one seems to have provoked oneself

In the first place, it would appear that contemporary apocalyptic sensi-
tivity involves the judgement of humanity’s delusions of grandeur. In
their desire to dominate and control nature, human beings have initiated
a process that can no longer be stopped. Paradigmatic representations of
this process include a number of human apocalypses such as the Holo-
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6. See also the 1979 film Apocalypse Now that deals with the Vietnam War.
7. As a consequence thereof scientists have observed that the polar ice cap has

been melting (six percent since 1978) and that this has led to a rise in sea levels, the dis-
ruption of the Gulf Stream, widespread climatic disturbance (desert formation, seasonal
disruption, increased hurricane activity) and the disruption of natural biotopes (reloca-
tion of breeding and nesting grounds; displacement of flowering periods). Scientists are
also concerned with what is going on underground. The permafrost (upon which the Alps
rest), for example, has already undergone a temperature increase of 1,2° Celsius. Some
maintain that within twenty years this will lead to instability in the Alpine valleys, the
collapse of buildings, the breakdown of cable lifts etc. 

8. This is evident in Flanders in the collapse of the so-called ‘social pillars,’ which
structured society almost completely and exclusively from an ideological perspective.

caust, the Gulags, the Killing Fields6 and the fear of a nuclear apoca-
lypse that has certainly not disappeared since the end of the Cold War.
Ecological apocalypses also have their place in the scenario: chemical dis-
asters, residential areas built on chemical dumps, heavy metal pollution,
stranded oil tankers, food-safety scandals, and in particular the increase
in climate temperature brought about, among other things, by industrial
CO2 emissions and the exploitation of carbon-based fuels. The so-called
‘greenhouse’ effect has led to a temperature increase of 0,2° Celsius in the
last ten years.7 The increasing gap between rich and poor, the economic
apocalypse, also continues to be a factor, with its resultant demographic
evolution that is placing unheard of pressures on the national borders of
the rich North. In most instances, the apocalyptic imagination expresses
the awareness that we are no longer in command of things, that we have
created monsters we can no longer control. Humanity has seriously over-
estimated itself, both at the level of planning the perfect society (with the
large-scale abuse of human rights as one consequence) and in the imple-
mentation of a functionalistic and technological view of the world: the
reduction of nature and the environment to that which fulfils our needs
and sustains our designs. Paradoxically enough, the desire to control and
dominate has led us into a confrontation with the uncontrollable and the
indomitable. Apocalypse has become a metaphor for what postmodern
thinkers have referred to as the end of the master narratives because of
their loss of plausibility. 

b. Catastrophe mania as the flip side of the culture of the kick

With the demise of the meaning-giving master narratives,8 the collective
and individual search for meaning has become a highly demanding activ-
ity, a question of choices, of identity construction, situated within a com-
plex plurality of mutually questioning, challenging and enriching fun-
damental life-options and narratives. When one feels it impossible to
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9. For a more detailed analysis as background to the following paragraph, see
Lieven Boeve, Onderbroken traditie: Heeft het christelijke verhaal nog toekomst? (Kapellen:
Pelckmans, 1999), chapters 4 and 5. A translation of this volume is in preparation.

‘write oneself into’ a meaning-giving narrative, or one refuses to attach
oneself to something meaningful (something which gives one a reason to
get up in the morning), the search for meaning and identity construc-
tion often turns into an endless search for kicks, for momentary inten-
sifications of one’s self-consciousness. While there is indeed nothing
wrong with enjoying a harmless kick, when the kick itself becomes one’s
only source of meaning one risks being swallowed by an endless spiral of
progressively heavier kicks from which there is no escape.

Kicks have to do with the transgression of boundaries. Given the
momentary character of kicks, however, kick and disappointment tend to
go hand in hand; boundaries which one frequently transgresses start shift-
ing. The characteristic aspect of the kick is an intensification of the ‘I’-expe-
rience sought in response to a desire for meaning which ultimately and
immediately escapes our grasp. As a result, the kick’s failure to hold onto
meaning installs an infinite regression of progressively heavier boundary-
transgressing experiences. The kick is a search to be distinct within a con-
text of indisctinctness. It is search for that which makes me different from
the others, for a way to escape from a colourless existence: ‘I’ don’t belong
among the impersonal masses: ‘I’ must escape the terror of ‘sameness’, of
‘lack of distinction’, of ‘meaninglessness’: ‘I am alive!’ Since boundaries tend
to shift, however, this search for new and better kicks pushes one further
and further, even as far as flirting with death (driving against the traffic,
jumping from the rails just as the train passes) and suicide.9 The extraor-
dinary and the unusual become the only source of meaning. A telling illus-
tration is the case of those who live from weekend to weekend, who thrive
on the nightlife from Friday to Sunday, or those who live from vacation to
vacation: meaning for them involves a transgression of the settings of every-
day life because the latter no longer generates sufficient meaning for them.

The apocalyptic mentality is thus a quest for anything that inter-
rupts the run-of-the-mill: the disruption of sameness, the transgression
of the ordinary. This is ultimately a form of escapism, a flight from the
meaninglessness of the endless series of moments, an escape from the
experience of being locked up in an insignificant ‘here and now’. Apoca-
lypticism provides emotive language, images and experiences which break
with the instrumentalist, technical, rational, bureaucratic, economic dis-
course which throws people back on themselves. It has become a metaphor
for the ultimate kick, the final transgression of the boundaries. 
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It is on this very point that the process of economisation strikes
back once again. Kicks are offered for sale on the market and identity
thus becomes a question of purchasing power, marketing, supply and
demand. This is also the point to which many forms of new religiosity
are linked and a para-religious market flourishes. People are in search of
harmony, consolation, fulfilment and reconciliation in a world which
has little to do with the monotony of their everyday existence.

c. Symptom of and Response to Growing Insecurity

In more general terms, the apocalyptic revival points to an increasing
sense of powerlessness and a waning sense of trust. It bears witness to a
vague sense of uncertainty and insecurity – precisely since the collapse
of the master narratives that offered incontrovertible certainty and sta-
bility. The fact that we now have the freedom to construct our own iden-
tity has its negative counterpart in the instability that accompanies every
identity we construct or discover. Questions such as “will we share the
fate of the dinosaurs?,” “will life on earth as we know it be obliterated by
a meteor strike?,” betray more than just speculation. They are evidence of
the growing sense of insecurity which can follow after a period of exag-
gerated certainty: most dreams are indeed a delusion!

The rise of right-wing groups is also a symptom of this growing
sense of vulnerability. People are in search of security in the midst of
insecurity. Strangeness, otherness is a threat to my certainty, my narra-
tive, my stability. At the same time, my hostile conceptualisation of the
other helps me – via the scapegoat mechanism – to mould, stabilise and
strengthen my identity. Apocalypticism in this perspective constitutes a
radical form of cultural criticism and cultural pessimism to which fun-
damentalist variants of religions and sects offer their support in the form
of quasi-mythological solutions for the problems of meaninglessness,
evil, suffering and pain. In their view, these problems are a consequence
of a culture that they evaluate in terms of aestheticism, amorality and
immorality, value relativism, shallowness, arbitrariness and individual-
ism. The only thing that can offer any certainty is a firm and stable per-
ception of reality that contrasts sharply with such a lamentable state of
affairs. It is in this regard that forms of millennarism are often used to
legitimate political and even religious power.

3. Theological Questions Raised by the Paradox 

The paradox, namely, the fact that while apocalypticism has been
removed from the contemporary theological agenda, it is quite prominent



202 LIEVEN BOEVE

10. See the more detailed elaboration of this topic in Onderbroken traditie.
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und Profile (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus Gerd Mohn, 1981) 85-94, esp. 91, the-
sis 24 – originally published in his Glaube in Geschichte und Gesellschaft: Studien zu
einer Praktischen Fundamentaltheologie (Mainz: Matthias-Grünewald-Verlag, 1977) 149-
158.

as a cultural issue, raises questions for present-day theologians: is the
conceptual world of apocalyptic contained in the tradition still valuable
for the Christian faith today? Does it still reveal something about the
faith and the place of Christians in a world in which what we have called
a cultural-apocalyptic sensitivity is on the increase?

For the sake of clarity, it should be noted that theology is involved
in an ongoing process, a recontextualisation process that theologians often
refer to as ‘faith in search of understanding’. Because of theology's irre-
ducible contextual nature, dealing with the plausibility and relevance of
this faith calls for a continuous process of reconsideration due to shifts
in historical and cultural contexts. Given that Christians today live in a
world characterised by plurality at the level of personal and fundamen-
tal life-options, and given that they now constitute a specific (albeit inter-
nally differentiated [minority]) group in our pluralist European societies,
they are more conscious than in the past of the fact that they are located
within their own particular narrative and that they belong to their own
particular narrative community.10

To assist our theological reflection on apocalypticism and Christian
faith, we will employ two distinct yet related points of departure. The first
advances the hypothesis that we will elaborate further below, while the
second presents the method we intend to employ in doing so. In the first
place, and in line with the argumentation of Johann Baptist Metz,11 the
father of political theology, we propose that the purging of apocalyptic
awareness from the Christian tradition stands in the way of an adequate
perception of that tradition. As a matter of fact, this purification process
has introduced a perception of time that makes it impossible, in princi-
ple, to authentically conceptualise the radicality of the Christian faith.
Apocalypticism is thus an indispensable conceptual strategy, no more and
no less, to be employed in stressing the distinctive features of the Chris-
tian faith in terms of its identity and relevance today. In the second place,
as to our method: contemporary global anxiety – cultural apocalypti-
cism – provides us with the key to our understanding of biblical apoca-
lypticism. Apocalypticism can be understood in both negative and pos-
itive terms, in the same way as ‘anxiety’ can be understood as deadly and
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12. This thesis was developed from an existentialist perspective in Ulrich Körtner,
Weltangst und Weltende: Eine theologische Interpretation der Apokalyptik (Göttingen: Van-
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13. This definition is based on the standard description provided by John J. Collins,
in “Introduction: Towards the Morphology of a Genre,” Apocalypse: The Morphology
of a Genre, ed. John J. Collins; Semeia, 14 (Missoula, MT: SBL, 1983) 9 and expanded
upon by J. Hellholm, “The Problem of Apocalyptic Genre and the Apocalypse of John,”
in Adele Yarbro Collins, Early Christian Apocalyptic: Genre and Social Setting, Semeia, 36
(Decatur, 1986) 27 (with thanks to Ward Daenen).

destructive while simultaneously sowing the seeds of survival, renewal
and change. From the negative perspective, apocalypticism speaks of
global anxiety. From the positive perspective, however, it tends to trans-
form our fear of catastrophe into a crisis anxiety. Fear of the definitive end
of the world, then, is not to be identified with the crack of doom but
with paving the way for surviving the crisis.12 Before we examine this
topic further, we offer a brief sketch of the apocalyptic tradition and the
stages of its disappearance from theological reflection.

II. Christian Theology and Apocalypticism: A Stirring Tradition

1. The Apocalyptic Genre

In the strict sense of the term, ‘apocalypse’ refers to the literary genre
with which we are familiar from the Revelation (Gr. apokalypsis) of John.
The genre as such, however, also occurs in other books of the bible and
in particular in the so-called ‘inter-testamentary Jewish literature’ (third
century before and second century after Christ). Generally speaking
one might define ‘apocalypse’ as a “genre of revelatory literature with
a narrative structure within which a revelation is transmitted from a
supernatural being to a human receptor. A transcendent reality is hereby
disclosed which enjoys both a temporal aspect, in so far as it relates to
eschatological salvation, and a spatial aspect in so far as it relates to a
supernatural world distinct from our own. Apocalypse is intended to
warn and/or comfort a group of people who are experiencing problems
by interpreting the present earthly situation in light of a supernatural
existence and of the future, to influence the understanding and behav-
iour of its audience by divine authority.”13 Apocalypse refers thus to a
sort of revelation from God, Christ or an angel, often taking the form a
vision, dream, epiphany, voices (both dialogue and oration), a journey
through the heavens or the acquisition of a heavenly document. The
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human recipient is often identified pseudonymously with prominent fig-
ures from the past (Enoch, Abraham). The revelation itself frequently
presents world history as a pattern of calamity, crisis, destruction and
salvation: a recurring sequence of downfall, judgement, damnation and
completion. Revelation also insists on the crucial character of the actual
moment, the ‘now’: at this present moment a definitive division is being
made between that which leads to salvation and to a new future and that
which leads to damnation and destruction. 

This definitive new future is frequently represented in a manner that
emphasises discontinuity with the actual existing world. God’s intervention
always enjoys priority because the faithful no longer trust their fellow human
beings. The Sitz-im-Leben of these documents ought to be situated in an
atmosphere of crisis: for example, occupation (the book of Daniel, Mac-
cabean resistance to Hellenism during the reign of Antiochus IV Epiphanes,
167-164 BC), persecution (Revelation of John, probably under the Domit-
ian persecution, 81-96 AD) and destruction (4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and 3 Baruch
on the occasion of the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem in 70 AD).
The aim of such texts is clearly to offer comfort and to warn simultane-
ously. They encourage hope in a better future while proclaiming judge-
ment and devastation: only those who convert will be saved.

2. The Frustration of Early Christian Apocalyptic Expectations

The New Testament contains a significant number of apocalyptic
traces and fragments. Besides the book of Apocalypse itself, other impor-
tant examples include the preaching of John the Baptist (Lk 3), the escha-
tological discourse in Mk 13 (fall of the temple and of Jerusalem, end of
the world) and the portrayal of Jesus as the final judge who divides the
sheep from the goats in Mt 25:31ff. A large number of apocalyptic
metaphors and images add colour to the pages of the New Testament wit-
ness to Jesus’ words and deeds, death and resurrection. Examples include
the title ‘Son of Man’, the theme of judgement, the everlasting fire pre-
pared for the devil and his cohorts, eternal life, the dawning of the king-
dom of God, the categories of resurrection and second coming, the angels
by the tomb, the appearance narratives and so forth.

The fact that the first generation of Christians was convinced that
the return of the Lord was at hand14 is evident from several pericopes
from the letters of Paul. Paul was of the opinion, for example, that it
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was better not to marry in light of the impending parousia (1 Cor 7:
1-9). As a matter of fact, the first disciples did not only believe that
Jesus Christ “rose on the third day to sit at the right hand of God the
Father,” they also believed that he would quickly “return in glory to
judge the living and the dead.” The return of the risen Lord would con-
stitute a radical interruption in human history and would definitively
establish the kingdom of God. The liturgical ‘Maranatha’ formula (‘Our
Lord has come’ or ‘Come, Lord’) offers a striking evocation of this fact
(1 Cor 16:22; Apoc 22:20, Didachè 10:6), as does the prayer, ‘Your
kingdom come, Your will be done on earth is in heaven’ taken from the
Our Father.

The tense ‘apocalyptic’ expectations of the first disciples, however,
were never relieved. The expectation of the Lord’s immanent return had
to be reappraised. This process is already evident in later writings of the
New Testament such as the so-called pastoral letters in which the organ-
isation of the community had already become a point of discussion.
As long as the parousia remained forthcoming, a process of institution-
alisation and ecclesialisation set in (both of which would increase in
intensity after Constantine’s edict of toleration in 313). In addition, the
sacraments were also afforded a more significant place as signs which
anticipate the coming kingdom of God in the here and now.

The emergence of ‘an apologetics of delay’ constitutes a third ele-
ment in which the emphasis which was once placed on the imminent
return of the Lord is now focused on the suddenness of his return. This
procedure was frequently accompanied by a strong moralising tendency:
by delaying his return, the merciful God opens up new possibilities for
conversion, even though the final judgement and the day of reckoning
can arrive at any moment. In the last analysis, the apocalyptic tension was
dissolved into a present which already considered itself to be participat-
ing in eschatological salvation (via the sacraments and the Church) and
a future which remained far off. “The events which had once been
expected in the near future – parousia, resurrection, judgement, and the
new creation – were now expected in the distant future. In this way the
eschatological tension of the apostolic era was neutralised. Considerable
speculation about the world to come persisted, but the note of passion-
ate longing for it was muted.”15 The first ‘de-apocalypticisation’ was
hereby put into practice.
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3. Ongoing De-Apocalypticisation via Hellenisation and Modernisation

Partly under the influence of Greek thought, the reinterpretation of
the eschatological expectation led to an ever-increasing interest in the fate
of the individual soul. The notion thus emerged that a special judgement
would take place directly after one’s death and people began to reflect on
the situation of the soul detached from the body and on personal immor-
tality. Such individualisation and spiritualisation (with the accent on the
soul) raised questions as to what was supposed to happen in the mean-
time, prior to the final judgement of the world which was to occur at the
end of time. ‘Interim thinking’ occasioned the elaboration of an ‘indi-
vidual eschatology’ (death, individual judgement, purification in purga-
tory) which could be distinguished from general eschatology, a distinction
that functioned up to and including the 20th century. Apocalyptic images
were set aside for this final, general eschatology at the end of time: the
return of the Lord, a definitive settlement of accounts with evil, collec-
tive judgement and completion (‘a new heaven and a new earth’) and the
resurrection of the body. The eschatological tractate thus became a
‘chronology of eternal life’ and ‘a geography of the hereafter’.16 Metaphors
and images were no longer seen as constitutive elements of a narrative
whole; instead they had become the building blocks of an eschatological
system, devoid of every trace of apocalyptic tension. All this resulted in a
more subtle form of de-apocalypticisation. 

Also important in this regard were the tensions between a Greek
and a Jewish concept of time. The Jewish concept maintained a linear
understanding of time with a beginning and an end – a history in which
God is actively engaged and in which he intervenes. Greek thought, on
the other hand, held an asymmetric duality between time and eternity.
Herein time could only be conceptualised in relation to eternity – thus
rather as a continuum. The Church then already participated in eternity
via the sacraments.

Up to the present day, therefore, history has not been interrupted
in any radical fashion; it simply follows its course. Time murmurs on,
even though apocalyptic fever has tended to raise its ugly head at one
juncture or another in its course. Time has become a synonym for con-
tinuity and participation in eternity.

In the modern period, time was still considered in terms of continu-
ity, albeit as continuous development or progress: history was perceived
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as a forward-moving process on its way to completion. It was argued
that the discovery of reason (which took concrete form in science and
technology) and freedom (which likewise gave rise to a variety of libera-
tion movements) would enable men and women to gradually increase their
understanding of the world and their ability to manipulate it according
to their intentions. Reality for the modern man or woman was caught
up in a dynamic movement striving for more and better, a dynamic
which one had to participate in and steer in order to expedite one’s own
personal completion, if not realise it as such. The apocalyptic temporal
awareness that was once so important was completely forgotten. The
cultural apocalyptic sensitivity that we dealt with above, however, tends
to react against such a modern perception of time.

Dialogue between theology, and modern science and philosophy like-
wise led to a further discrediting of the apocalyptic expectation. Indeed,
modern criticism of religion and tradition found apocalypticism to be an
easy target, one that could easily be rejected as superstition and myth by
those who subscribed to scientific rationality. It is for this reason that
modern theologians endeavoured to demythologise apocalyptic elements
in the same way as they removed the miraculous from the miracle narra-
tives. Apocalypticism – and certainly the cosmological and temporal sys-
tematisation of apocalyptic images in traditional eschatological tractates
– with its discourse on demonic powers, angels and the final struggle
between good and evil, was repudiated as part of an outdated world-view.
It endangered the renewed theological attempts to demonstrate the plau-
sibility of the Christian faith in modern society. Certain theologians
argued, therefore, that the message of the gospel did not coincide with the
mythological terminology with which it was written. Images of Jesus from
the first modern quest for the ‘historical Jesus’, dating from the nine-
teenth century, were thus radically purified of apocalyptic elements and
tended to represent Jesus as a great religious sage or ethical example.

The existential interpretation of Rudolf Bultmann, however, con-
stituted the primary and most significant trigger behind the process of
de-apocalypticisation, casu quo de-mythologisation. “The mythology of
the New Testament should not be questioned at the level of the objec-
tive content of its presentations but rather at the level of the human exis-
tential understanding expressed in such presentations.”17 The eschaton is
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did not take place as the New Testament had expected, that history has continued on its
course and – according to the conviction of all reasonable men and women – will con-
tinue on its course” (16).

18. Cf. “Eschatology,” in Karl Rahner & Herbert Vorgrimler, Theological Dictio-
nary (New York: Herder and Herder, 1965) 149-150.

19. Ibid., 149.
20. Cf. Koch, “Auch ein Problem der Zeit,” 500-501; Gisbert Greshake & Gerhard

Lohfink, Naherwartung – Auferstehung – Unsterblichkeit: Untersuchungen zur christlichen
Eschatologie, Quaestiones disputatae, 71 (Freiburg: Herder, 1978); Medard Kehl, Escha-
tologie (Würzburg: Echter, 1986).

not some kind of dramatic moment associated with the future, it is hap-
pening here and now. Jesus is already here – in the fundamental options
people make with respect to their existential orientation: believing, and
thereby coming to terms with one’s own shortcomings and sinful weak-
ness, or not. Karl Rahner considered the term ‘apocalypticism’ a catch-
word to designate poorly understood eschatology,18 masquerading as a
report-like prediction of events that will take place at the end of history.
Genuine eschatology however, does not predict. Rather it invites the
human person to look forward in such a way that he accepts his present
existence “as his definitive future hidden in the present and already offer-
ing him salvation now if it is accepted as the deed of God the only ruler,
the time and manner of which remain incalculable.”19 In more recent
German eschatologies, such as those of Gerhard Lohfink, Gisbert Greshake
and Medard Kehl, the process of de-apocalypticisation is more explicitly
associated with the de-temporalisation of eschatological expectation. It is
in the very death of the human individual that the salvation expressed
in our eschatological hope becomes reality.20

There would thus appear to be sufficient reason to disregard the
apocalyptic tradition or at least ignore it as irrelevant to contemporary
systematic theology. From the historical perspective, the frustration of
the Naherwartung clearly constitutes a first major experience in this
regard. From the perspective of the history of religions, heresies and sects
have tended to deal specifically with apocalypticism, the latter providing
the foundations of a sort of revolutionary awareness which turned itself
against the reigning world or ecclesial order. Philosophically speaking,
the apocalyptic understanding of time does not interface well with the
Greek-Platonic perception thereof which remains virtually unquestioned
in Christian theology. It is also incompatible with modern evolutionary
theories of history that prevail up to the present day. Ideological exploita-
tion of the phenomenon is far from alien to the political world, not only
with respect to Nazism, for example, but also with respect to modern-day
right-wing conservative cultural criticism, the formation of sects, terrorism,
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the legitimisation of violence, and so forth. Finally, the dogmatic system-
atisation of apocalypticism in the neo-Scholastic eschatological tractates
on the ‘last things’ has tended to do away with it altogether, especially
when theologians comply with the modern critique of religion and tra-
dition and de-mythologise the Christian eschatological message. 

III. Apocalypticism Today: God as the Boundary of Time 

1. The Paradox Reconsidered

We have already referred to the evident paradox that a secularised,
yet often quasi-religious, form of apocalyptic awareness has emerged in
our culture in spite of the fact that apocalypticism has been abandoned
by contemporary Christian faith and theology as irrelevant and even far-
fetched. While this awareness clearly includes elements of cultural criti-
cism, it also has the potential, as we noted, to develop into a sort of
‘culture of the kick’. As such, therefore, it constitutes a symptom of and
a response to the current context of uncertainty. The latter intrinsically
accompanies the construction of identity in a postmodern context of
radical plurality and has its roots in the increasing awareness brought on
by the demise of the master narratives that we are apparently no longer
masters of our own lives, history and cosmos. The major difference when
compared with classical apocalypticism lies in the negative and exclu-
sively immanent character of the contemporary apocalyptic awareness.
Beyond the ‘all’s well that ends well’ character of the popular commer-
cial film, there is no suggestion of ultimate completion or reconcilia-
tion, only (the threat of ) total breakdown, devastation and judgement.

What is most intriguing about contemporary cultural apocalyptic
awareness is the fact that it expresses serious reservations with respect to
the (late) modern concepts of time characteristic of our culture: (a) the
modern evolutionary world view proposed by scientific, technical and
social ideologies and the perception of time implied therein, and (b) the
so-called postmodern absence of clear perspectives and meaning which
gives rise to a kind of circular concept of time in which nothing actually
happens (beyond the occasional kick). 

It seems appropriate to ask oneself the question whether it is pos-
sible at this juncture to re-establish the relationship between cultural
apocalypticism and theology. Indeed, it would be something of an exag-
geration to suggest that theology has paid no attention at all to apoc-
alypticism in recent years. The political theologian, Johann Baptist
Metz, for example, deserves credit for having reintroduced apocalypticism
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as a conceptual strategy in his fundamental-theological reflections on
Christian faith. In his account, this conceptual strategy, moreover, has
become an indispensable characteristic of correct and legitimate theolo-
gising. For Metz, apocalypticism establishes a firm claim to the intrin-
sic relationship between God and time: God interrupts time. It is for this
reason that the Christian-apocalyptic perception of time runs counter
to modern evolutionary and postmodern cyclical perspectives thereon.
The rediscovery of this conceptual strategy has the capacity to remind
Christian believers that apocalypticism is not merely a matter of naive
predictive speculation in need of de-mythologisation but simultaneously,
and perhaps more appropriately, a cry of distress and a hope-filled expres-
sion of trust in God. Against cultural apocalypticism, Christian apoca-
lypticism calls for a shift from catastrophe thinking to crisis thinking.
It is not simply a matter of devastation, catastrophe and chaos, it is also
one of perspective, revelation and disclosure (which immediately reminds
us of the original significance of the Greek apokalypsis).

In short: the apocalyptic conceptual strategy perceives the bound-
aries of time as determined and restricted by God. Within this limited
time crisis (persecution, destruction, loss, suffering and pain) is the pre-
cise location in which God reveals Godself as the boundary, as the one
who interrupts time, the one who judges it. At the same time, revelation
as interruption implies its own demands and calls for engagement. A neu-
tral attitude at this juncture is no longer appropriate. Interruption, as
the revelation of God, provokes us assume a position: we can no longer
maintain an indifferent stance to what is going on. What is called for is
a critical praxis of hope. Etymologically speaking, the word ‘crisis’ also
implies ‘judgement’. A Christian perspective on time thus requires sub-
mission to God’s judgement and God’s promise for the world and for
humanity as revealed in Jesus Christ.

2. Critique of the Modern Evolutionary Perception of Time 

Modern philosophies of history and ideologies have often been lax
in the way they integrate the historically particular into the development
of history as a systematic process. The concrete unfolding of events (and
the pain, suffering, destruction related thereto) in time and space is all
too frequently passed over or too easily integrated and reconciled with
the intended goal. Time and again such perspectives on history are
written from the point of view of the winners. The victims, often made
up of those who suffer under the remorseless implementation of such
ideologies, are forgotten from the outset or reduced to a function of the
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21. These paragraphs constitute a further elaboration of elements developed in
Johann Baptist Metz, Zeit der Orden? Zur Mystik und Politik der Nachfolge (Freiburg:
Herder, 1977). Metz provides a schematic survey of his thought in: Zum Begriff der neuen
Politischen Theologie (1967-1997) (Mainz: Matthias-Grünewald-Verlag, 1997).

evolutionary process. The theological conceptual model of apocalypti-
cism, however, finds its very point of connection here, that is to say, with
the victims and with those who suffer.21

This means that the modern projects of history, of whatever ideol-
ogy, must be confronted with a twofold fundamental correction. In the
first instance, the meaning-creating subject of history should not be
seen either as an abstract principle or as an undetermined and universal
potential ‘world-spirit’ or ‘nature’. It should not be reduced to an abstract
subject such as the proletariat (or a particular nationality, race, etc.), or
to an abstract model such as ‘the human person’. For Christians, the sub-
ject of history is God in God’s eschatological dominion, a God who has
made Godself known in Jesus Christ as the defender of the poor, the
weak, the rejected, the marginalised and the victims. In the second
instance, therefore, the unfolding of history and the notions of recon-
ciliation and completion should not be seen as a matter of theory but
rather as one of practice. This implies that Christians, in their historical
particularity and concrete history, and rooted in their remembrance of
Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom of God, should be attentive to the places
where the victims stumble and fall and ultimately be able to identify
(with) them.

From the theological perspective, therefore, apocalypticism has noth-
ing to do with a withdrawal from the world or escapism or the abolition
of temporality. In fact, the opposite is the case! Apocalypticism calls for
the radical temporalisation of the world, with a radical awareness of the
irreducible seriousness of what occurs in the here and now. The fact that
apocalypticism tends to emphasise the catastrophic character of time sheds
light on two closely interwoven accents. In the first place, time is thus
seen as discontinuity, interruption, finality, the end. History becomes
real history, not undone through systematisation and the settling of mod-
ern processes. In the same vein, future becomes real future, not to be
identified with seamless continuation and endless infinity. Apocalyptic
awareness runs counter to evolutionary awareness in which the here and
now lacks uniqueness, individuality and particularity. It is restlessly inte-
grated into a dynamic movement towards a projected goal. The dramatic
character of crises, catastrophes, injustice and inhumanity is undermined
by the false idea of evolutionary progress. At this point the second accent
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22. Johann Baptist Metz, “Unterwegs zu einer nachidealistischen Theologie,”
Entwürfe der Theologie, ed. Johannes B. Bauer (Graz/Vienna/Cologne: Styria, 1985) 209-
233, pp. 227ff.

implied in the catastrophic view of time becomes manifest. A Christian
apocalyptic awareness urges us to become conscious of the irreconcil-
ability of history, to pay attention to the victims of suffering and injus-
tice, to recognise the fear of God and the appeal for reconciliation and
justice. It is at this point that catastrophe thinking becomes crisis think-
ing: submission to the interruptive judgement of God over history.

A revaluation of the apocalyptic tension ultimately demands the
rediscovery of the Naherwartung which historical and systematic theol-
ogy have too easily and too frequently de-temporalised into ‘ongoing
expectation’ (Stetserwartung) with the postponement of judgement to
the end of the world. A restoration of the expectation of an imminent
‘second coming’ rids history of its quietude and increases the tension;
instead of paralysing, it will provide a foundation for the seriousness of
a liberating praxis and emphasise the urgent and critical character of
human responsibility. Discipleship of Jesus Christ must presuppose the
expectation of an imminent ‘second coming’; otherwise it will remain
beyond our capacity to endure: God can enter history at any second.

The apocalyptic awareness of time makes it clear that, for Christians,
God is not only other than time, the other of time, but that God is also
and simultaneously the boundary of time: the end of time and thus
the guarantee of its possibility. Where God is eliminated as the one who
interrupts there can be nothing more than timeless infinity. An apocalyp-
tic awareness of God as the one who establishes the boundaries of time
cannot be harmonised at the theological level with a purely metaphori-
cal use of the term, in order to summon up visions of ecological or
nuclear disasters, for example, as scenarios of human self-destruction.
A Christian apocalyptic awareness only shares an awareness of danger
with such a use of the term. Just as danger constitutes a basic category
in our understanding of the life and message of Jesus, it likewise forms
a basic category in the formation of our contemporary Christian iden-
tity. The de-mythologisation of apocalyptic images has all too often led
to the abandonment of this element of danger in an effort to make the
Christian faith easier to bear.

As Metz has noted, it is not naivety that is a threat to the future of
religion but banality.22 Religion becomes banal when it is nothing more
than a reduplication of what is going on already, what is being said and
done in spite of religion. In its naivety, on the other hand – especially its
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maintenance of apocalyptic images and texts – religion is a source of irri-
tation for the modern image of humanity, time and history, for the cul-
ture of self-realisation, for apathy. As such, however, it comes close, at
least in part, to the secret fear of the (post)modern individual of being
caught up in an endless evolutionary continuum.

3. The Critique of Postmodern Detemporalisation 

Postmodernity, the category we have employed to designate the
context of a modernity in crisis, is likewise fraught with ambiguities.
For many contemporary men and women, postmodernity, or better still
postmodernism (as the way in which one interacts with the postmodern
context) has become a synonym for cultural shallowness, relativism, sub-
jectivism, eclecticism and aestheticism. Metz repeatedly refers to this
shadow side of our culture which he describes as a persistent all-embrac-
ing amnesia.23 He speaks of a culture of forgetfulness in which suffering
and the remembrance thereof, time and thus history, God and thus
humanity, have completely disappeared. Time has become an empty and
uneventful infinity in which nothing ever happens. Our contemporaries
cultivate escapism as a sort of religion-friendly godlessness in which religion
has been transformed into a compensatory myth of personal leisure, with-
out God and with Nietzsche as its most prominent prophet. Metz's
critique is no doubt one-sided in its condemnation of our actual post-
modern context, since it pays insufficient attention to the contemporary
critical awareness24 to which cultural apocalypticism also in part refers.
We have made it clear elsewhere that, because of his all-embracing rejec-
tion of postmodernity, Metz is ultimately no longer capable of bringing
his theological intuitions into reflexive dialogue with the actual context.25
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a more general recontextualisation of theology in the actual context see Onderbroken
traditie.

26. To be compared with the self-revelation of Yhwh in Exodus as “I will be, who
I will be for you.”

27. Johann Baptist Metz, “Theologie als Theodizee?,” Theodizee – Gott vor Gericht?,
ed. Willi Oelmüller (Munich: Fink 1990) 103-118, p. 114.

This need not imply, however, that his theological intuitions – especially
those dealing with God and time – do not offer elements of inspiration
in support of a revaluation of the apocalyptic dimension of the Chris-
tian faith. 

In support of his position, Metz appeals to Jewish theological
thought which is temporal to its very core and shaped by suffering. The
Old Testament portrays Israel as a people that refused to seek comfort in
myths, a nation that refused to withdraw itself from reality, however
threatening it may have been. Israel’s approach to reality is characterised
by a ‘tiefe Diesseitigkeit’, which is at once the price it paid for the con-
cept of God it ultimately acquired. Faith in God did not keep suffering
at a comforting distance, rather it gave rise to lament with its character-
istic lack of solace. Israel experienced God within history, not outside of
it. God constituted history’s boundary as (the) ‘one who comes’. This
constitutes the uniqueness of biblical theological thought and implies an
equally unique perspective on reality: the imaginative observation of the
world is framed within a temporal perception of reality, a horizon of lim-
ited (‘befristeter’) time that is ultimately determined, restricted and thus
not limitless. The New Testament perception of God and time follows
along similar lines. The Naherwartung illustrates that God’s ‘having come’
can only be grasped as a ‘still coming’. The Johannine expression ‘God
is love’ must be understood against the background of this dynamic
expectation: God will ultimately reveal Godself to us as love.26 Such a
perception of the divine also explains why biblically-inspired mysticism,
in contrast to myth, tends to give rise to disturbing questions rather than
comforting answers. The biblical mysticism found, for example, in Job,
the Psalms and the Prophets, is in essence a mysticism of suffering at
God’s hands. The language of prayer is “a language of suffering, a lan-
guage of crisis, a language of resistance and radical danger, a language of
lament and clamour, literally of the murmuring of the children of Israel.
The language of this divine mysticism is not, in the first instance, a com-
forting response to the experience of suffering, rather it is a vexed ques-
tioning rooted in suffering, a questioning of the divinity replete with
tense expectation: ‘Where are you, God, how long must I wait?’.”27 It is
in this sense also that Metz interprets Jesus’ cry from the cross: ‘My God,
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why have you forsaken me?’. Negative theology thus becomes practical
theology: language is transformed into despair, crushed by the unan-
swered yet unavoidable question of theodicy. Metz is thus inclined to
suspect every contemporary theological endeavour to locate suffering in
Godself as a facile attempt to reconcile ourselves with the reality of suf-
fering by duplicating it in God and thereby universalising, emasculating
and even aestheticising it. Prayer in this perspective is thus, in the first
instance, prayer ‘to God for God’ (Lk 11:13). Sorrow, which has been
banished from our modern world of (mythical) self-appeasement – such
that every real consolation has been reduced to scant self-comfort – must
likewise be understood as a longing for God. The opposite side of sor-
row as ‘longing for God’ is hope. “Trauer ist Hoffnung im Widerstand.”28

The task of the Church as the narrative community of the ‘danger-
ous memory’ is to remind (post)modern society that human history is
also a history of suffering, injustice and the absence of reconciliation. As
such, it is likewise a history of anxiety and the cry for justice. It is this
very awareness that dominates the apocalyptic understanding of God’s
imminent judgement in which history is interrupted. 

Conclusion: God Interrupts History

Perhaps one of the best-known expressions found among Metz's
writings runs as follows: “The shortest definition of religion is ‘inter-
ruption’.”29 This expression enjoys renewed relevance in the present day.
Körtner is only partly correct when he argues that cultural apocalyptic
awareness has opened the door towards the re-introduction of Jewish-
Christian apocalypticism.30 It is certainly the case that the contextual
critical awareness expressed in cultural apocalypticism – in which Chris-
tians also participate – exhibits a clear affinity with the Jewish-Christian
apocalyptic concept of time. A theological rediscovery of the latter, how-
ever, implies much more than a metaphorical-narrative reduplication of
this cultural awareness, if only because theology is rooted within the par-
ticular narrative tradition of Christian faith communities. Nevertheless,
such an affinity clearly creates a significant opportunity for critically pro-
ductive interaction between the Christian tradition and the sensitivities
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of our time, whereby theological reflection can be recontextualised. Present-
day lack of certainty, loss of control, confrontation with uncontrollabil-
ity and complexity, on the one hand, and smooth economisation and
awkward fundamentalist attempts to ignore it or ward it off, on the other,
bring us face to face with the precariousness of our time, with history and
our own radical historicity. The apocalyptic theological conceptual strat-
egy reminds Christians that the time of catastrophe is the time of crisis,
that history is subject to God’s judgement and that the latter sheds light
on the irreconcilability of history and challenges it to a praxis of the
coming of God. God does not stand outside history, nor is God a factor
therein. As the other side of history, God interrupts the expectation of
his ‘having come’ in our narratives, including those of cultural apoca-
lypticism and our own narratives about Godself.

The parable of the last judgement, “when the Son of Man comes
to judge” (Mt 25:31-46), is thus also a narrative for today and not a pre-
diction of some future event. The parable points to the earnestness of our
experience of time, of our participation in a concrete attentiveness
towards, and praxis on behalf of, those who fall victim to the multitude
of master narratives and their endeavours to forget or functionalise con-
crete histories of suffering. It is in our very interaction with the other,
with the rejected, the victim, the poor, that we as Christians encounter
the one we confess as loving Mystery. Instead of leading us away from
history, apocalypticism has a place at its heart, a place in the dramatic
interplay between human anxiety and human hope.
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