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 Do you find this section of Mark’s gospel as disturbing as I do? I’ve always been 

uncomfortable with this sort of language, this style of writing. Chapter thirteen of Mark is called 

by many scholars the “little apocalypse.” The word apocalypse means simply “unveiling” or 

“reveal.” It’s meant to pull back the curtain on reality to show what’s really going on beyond 

what we can see. Usually in the Bible, the New Testament, it comes across as violent and 

extreme. That’s why whenever there are extreme events occurring in the news, they’re often 

called apocalyptic or some form of that, like “snow-pocalypse.”  

 

 But the basic intention of an apocalypse is just to reveal something hidden. The real issue 

isn’t the content of the message but the motive in seeking it. Apocalyptic literature emerges in 

times of great stress and fear and uncertainty. During the first century and a century or so before 

that, this sort of literature became very popular in Judea. The land was occupied by invading 

armies, first from Greece and then from Rome. Under those conditions life for the people 

became very precarious. It felt as though they had lost all control over their future. They were 

under siege.  

 

 When people feel threatened that way they look for answers. They want to know where 

all of this suffering is going to lead; how it’s all going to turn out. That’s what apocalyptic 

literature is meant to answer. It tries to give people a sense of control because it promises to 

impart hidden knowledge about what the future holds. We have a modern version of this in the 

rise of conspiracy theories. If you’ve ever read about things like Q Anon and the claims being 

made by their followers, you might recognize similar themes to ancient apocalyptic literature. 

It’s a coping mechanism; a way to give folks a sense of control over circumstances that are 

beyond them. Today that might be the pandemic that’s caused us to change our behavior so 

dramatically. But it might also be changing demographics in our country causing a shift in social 

dynamics. People who have always been in a dominant position are finding that’s no longer true 

for them and they’re frightened. People are looking for answers and are willing to turn to just 

about any claim, no matter how outlandish, how bizarre, to find meaning.  

 

 For the people in first century Judea it was the crushing presence of the Roman 

occupation. It was seeing all their resources being drained away in service to the Roman war 

machine. It was the threat of an emperor who believed himself divine trying to insert himself into 

their temple, insisting they worship him now and not their God. We can understand, I think, why 

people would be driven to these extremes out of fear and anxiety. But those extremes could be 

dangerous. 

 

 Unfortunately, for some people these stories and speculations weren’t just for the sake of 

coping. They became, for some, a call to arms. They didn’t hear, “wait and see;” they heard, 



“stand and fight.” When Jesus tells his disciples the temple would be destroyed, I don’t think 

he’s predicting the future; I think he’s issuing a warning. If that society continued to be agitated 

by apocalyptic speculation, there was going to be bloodshed. And there was. We know that 

Rome sacked Jerusalem around 70 AD and the temple was destroyed. Did Jesus see it coming? 

Possibly. And he wasn’t the only one. A lot of leaders in those years were trying to keep a lid on 

the violence. Occasionally we find allusions to that in the gospels.  

 

 And in this section of Mark we find Jesus doing his part to rein things in. His disciples 

want answers. They want to know when these things would happen; what should they be looking 

for. But, do you notice he doesn’t really answer them? What we find is a description of the world 

as it is: powers fight against one another, wars and rumors of war; natural disasters occur, 

earthquakes and famines. But he says none of those are the end. He also warns them not to 

follow those people who claim to have the answers they seek. “Many will come,” he says, 

“saying, ‘I am he!’ But they’ll only lead you astray.” And if we read further in this chapter we’ll 

find more warnings of that nature and one refrain over and over: “Stay awake.” That is, don’t let 

yourself be taken in by false claims or overwhelmed with despair over harsh circumstances. 

Jesus calls his followers, in the face of difficulties and trauma, to continue proclaiming the 

gospel through acts of compassion and justice. He tells them, and us, “don’t be deterred from the 

path of love and hope no matter how hard things become.” 

 

 When people have hope, they don’t need apocalypse; they don’t need conspiracy 

theories. When people have hope, they have courage. What do you hear in Hannah’s song? Do 

you hear the words of a woman in despair? Do you hear the words of someone who’s afraid of 

what the future holds? Her song is full of hope and courage. Like the best theologians, Hannah 

looks at her own life to see how God has sustained her and realizes this is how God works 

everywhere. If God has lifted her up, then God will lift everyone up. If God inverted her 

condition, then God will invert every condition. The wealthy will be brought low and the poor 

will rise. The mighty will be cast down and the weak will prevail. When we put our trust in the 

God who stands with the oppressed, we stand with the oppressed. When we put our trust in the 

God who vanquishes fear, we are no longer afraid.  

 

 Whereas Jesus refuses to give his disciples simplistic answers to their questions, Hannah 

tells us what we know for sure. Hannah sings of a God full of compassion and justice, and Jesus 

tells us to stick to that path. When our fears get the better of us, that’s when we’re tempted to 

look for answers from people who will lead us astray. When we fall into despair is when we start 

to listen to speculation and fantasy. What we know for sure is the God Hannah sings of and Jesus 

embodies calls us to love no matter what the cost. What we know for sure is God will not 

abandon us no matter how difficult life becomes. And whatever the future holds isn’t for us to 

know. We’re called to walk the way of compassion, the way of Christ, in this moment, and trust 

the future to God’s hands. 

 

Amen 


