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Vol taire once observed "Sir |Isaac Newon wote his coment
upon the Revel ation to console mankind for the great superiority
he had over themin other respects.” How strange to find New on,
t he paragon of nodern science, a devoted student of apocal yptic
specul ati ons. The skeptical Voltaire sounds a nore confortable
note for nost of us, one close to nodern dism ssals of
apocal ypticismas a bizarre, even dangerous, del usion.

The seven papers for this session on "Eschat ol ogy,

M|l enarian Movenents and Visions of the Future” rem nd us that
apocal ypti c eschatol ogy has had a |ong history, and, despite its
dubi ous and even destructive, nonents, shows no signs of

vani shing fromthe scene as we enter the third mllenniumC. E.
These essays invite reflections frommny directions. | would
like to signal out only three in these brief remarks. In
ascendi ng order of significance they are: (1) issues of
definition; (2) the question of the inner |ogic and function of
apocal yptic ideas; and (3) how we judge the role of

apocal yptici sm

|. Definitions

Al'l these papers nmakes use of the sanme conplex of terns
(apocal ypse/ apocal yptici sm eschatol ogy, nessiani sm
m || enariani sm prophecy). The fact that the contributors do not
take tinme to define their understanding of the terns signifies,
bel i eve, sonething of the progress that has been nmade in studies
of ideas of the imm nence of the end over the past generation.
There is now a conmon field of study indicated by these words,
one general ly accepted by schol ars, despite sonme di sputes about
term nol ogy and the scope of the phenonenon. It may, however, be
hel pful to begin with ny own sense of the neaning of the terns,
if only to test the [imts of this agreenent.

| suggest that eschatol ogy and prophecy are to be understood
very broadly: the former word indicates any belief system about
the | ast events of history and what |ies beyond them the latter
originally signifies any kind of nessage delivered by a divinely-
appoi nted nessenger. Apocal ypticism derived fromthe Geek term
for a genre of Jewish and Christian revelatory literature,
qualifies and imts both eschatol ogy and prophecy by introducing
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the notion of a nmessage sent from God announci ng the inm nence of
the events of l|ast days. "The end is near,"” proclains the

apocal ypti c prophet, whether that end be immnent in a

chronol ogically predictive sense, or in some nore vague, but
often no | ess powerful psychol ogical way. Finally, mllennialism
and nessianism at least in the classic nmeaning of these terns,
represent aspects of the scenario of the endtines announced by

t he apocal yptic prophet or prophetess. M|l ennialismdescribes
the hope for a final "Golden Age" to cone before the end, whether
of the "thousand years" predicted by John (Apoc. 20:1-6), or of
sone other period, determ nate or indetermnate. Messianismis
the belief in a human deliver who will function as the chanpion
of divine justice in the ultimte struggle between good and evil.
Oten the nmessiah or nessiahs are associated with a mllennial
era, but this is not necessary.

1. Functions

Why apocal ypticisnf? Where did it originate and for what
pur pose? How has it functioned? How influential has it been?

These seven papers reflect recent study that argues for a
much larger role for apocal yptic ideas and novenents than was
recogni zed a half-century ago. C. Carozzi and R Rusconi | ook at
t he preval ence of apocal ypticismthroughout the M ddl e Ages. M
Caffiero and P. Leni han show that, contrary to established
wi sdom apocal ypticismdid not suffer a severe decline with the
Enl i ghtennent, but rather flourished in various ways in Wstern
Europe during the 18th and 19th centuries. V.lI. MIdon brings us
up the present, arguing that while Wst nmay have have becone
"post-mllennial™ in the 20th century, this is not the case with
Russia. On the Jew sh side, R Goetschel points to a broad strand
apocal ypti c nessi ani sm percol ati ng through nedi eval and nodern
Judai smfromthe Sefer ha-Zeruvvavel (possibly seventh century)
to Rabbi Kook and up to the present. S. Arjomand persuasively
denonstrates that the apocal yptic and nessianic elenments in
Muhanmmed and the early centuries of |slamhave been much
negl ected and that their relation to earlier Jewi sh and Christian
apocal ypticismis in need of further study.

These papers al so denonstrate that many ol der views about
t he nature of apocal yptici sm have been questioned and even
superceded in recent scholarship. Let ne cite just three. First,
the idea that apocal yptic texts are always a literature of
consol ation created by mnorities in tinmes of persecution nust be
rejected. To be sure, this has often been the case, but the
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persecution thesis is too narrow and one-sided to explain such a
broad and vari ed phenonenon. Wile the Book of Daniel, for
exanple, reflects the trials of faithful Jews under the
persecution of Antiochus IV, the even earlier apocalyptic
materials in 1 Enoch cannot be located in any concrete situation
of repression. Apocalyptic literature nmay perhaps be described as
aliterature of crisis, but crisis is very nmuch in the eye of the
behol der, and we need to be nore attentive to the nmechani sns
whi ch all ow sonetines relatively mnor events to be given worl d-
hi storical inport by the apocal yptically-m nded.

A second hypothesis that now seens wanting is the view that
sees apocal ypticismas primarily a disruptive, potentially
revol utionary, phenonenon. As a formof religio-political
rhetoric the apocal yptic worldview is characterized by great
mal | eability, as is shown in the papers of Rusconi, Caffiero, and
Arjomand, for exanple. It has often been enployed in opposition
to the established order seen as a nanifestation of the powers of
evi | --though the opposition has been nore often realized by
"dropping out" of society than by revolutionary action. However,
apocal yptic ideas have al so provided fuel for transcendentali zing
established institutions, or at |east their eschatol ogical
projections into the end tines, as the history of the Last
Enperor and pastor angelicus legends in Christianity shows.
Finally, a third view of apocal ypticismthat increasingly seens
wanting today is to see it as an early, primtive stage in the
devel opnment of the western nonot hei sns--one to be outgrown once
these religions reach a certain level of intellectual and
cultural devel opnment. G ven the persistence of various forns of
apocal ypticism it seens nore |likely to suppose that, whether
understood literally or non-literally, apocalypticismis an
i nherent aspect of western nonotheistic faiths. The issue is not
bet ween apocal ypti ¢ and post-apocal yptic versions of
Christianity, Judaism and Islam but rather between different
interpretations of the inherent apocal ypticismof all three
faiths.

The appropriatel y-nunbered seven papers for this apocal yptic
sessi on suggest a nunber of aspects of the ways ideas about the
i mm nent end functioned over alnost two mllennia. Rather than
hi ghl i ghting specific applications and uses, | would like to note
two of the broad phil osophical grounds for the attraction of
apocal yptici sm before proposing a nore specific cross-religious
framework for investigating one aspect of the apocal yptic
scenario, i.e., nessianism

A significant part of the appeal of apocal yptic eschatol ogy
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resides inits ability to help humans cope with two of the
essential nysteries of existence: tenporality and theodicy. In a
fanobus phrase, Mrcea Eliade spoke about "the terror of history."
Implicitly or explicitly, nbst human societies have tried to
relate the quotidian succession of the lives of individuals and
of the devel opnent of institutions to the |arger questions of
meani ng that societies have tended to frame in transcendental
fashion--that is, in light of a permanent, divine world of
meani ng. Carozzi's paper on the relation between the liturgical
cal ender of nedieval Christianity and the dramatic view of
uni versal history found in the apocal yptic scenario highlights
one aspect of how Christian apocal yptic views have dealt with
tenporality. From a broad conparative perspective we can say that
apocal ypticism wth its sense of divine control over history and
its conviction that God has reveal ed the framework of events in
which the individual is called to ultimte decision, has been an
effective way, at |least for sonme groups, to relate the confusion
of everyday life, particularly in tines of stress, change, and
unf oreseen devel opnent, to w der issues of neaning. Literal
predi cati ons based on apocal yptic prograns have usually not been
fulfilled (let us not forget those that have--e.g.,
Di spensational i st Fundanentalist belief that the Jews woul d
return to the Holy Land), but this failure of prediction has not
| essened their appeal to those caught in "the terror of history."
The power of apocal ypticismis also closely tied to
theodicy, at least as it is framed in the western nonot hei sns

where evil is generally seen as the product of perverted choice
rat her than part of the netaphysical structure of the universe.
If the struggle between good and evil is inscripted into history

as one of its defining characteristics, then it may seem | ogi cal
to believe that it nust also be solved within history. Al
solutions hitherto observed are at best partial --good sonetines
triunphs, but nore often evil seens dom nant. Apocal yptic beli ef
inthe ultimate victory of goodness--its hope for a final age of
peace and justice--hel ps explain the special hold the apocal yptic
i magi nation has had for nore than two m ||l ennia.

The hope for the final and definitive triunph of goodness
Wi thin history has often been connected with belief in a com ng
nmessi ah, a God-sent deliver and vindicator. Messianic beliefs, as
a nunber of these essays rem nd us, have been anong the nost
significant aspects of apocal ypticismin Judaism Christianity
and Islam And yet the ways in which nmessiani smhas functioned in
the three related traditions have been renmarkably diverse.

4



Apocal yptic Jews, such as the Habad novenent of the present day,
continue to | ook forward to the com ng of the messiah, while
Christianity has had to face the probl em of what happens when the
nmessi ah has conme but ordinary history and the struggl e between
good and evil continues. A sonewhat conparable situation is to be
found in Islam where as Arjomand has shown, the nessianic
conponents of Muhammed's identity can be tied to apocal yptic
readi ngs of the "seal of prophecy” found in Daniel 9:24 and the
prom sed "paraclete" of John's gospel (e.g., Jn. 16:13-14).

The Christian solution to the dilenma of the nessiah who has
al ready cone was to work out a distinctive notion of sacred tine
that Gscar Cullmann deliniated in the phrase, "already but not
yet," that is, that the nessiah has indeed cone, but he is also
still on the way. The effect that this conception of
Hei | sgeschichte had is vital for understanding the dynam cs of
Chi stian nessianism |If the returning Christ of the Last Judgnent
al ways takes center stage in the drama of the last tinmes--there
can be only one real nessiah--neverthel ess, the ongoing conflict
bet ween good and evil and the apocal yptic sense that evil wll
grow in strength as the end draws near led to two distinctive
trajectories in the history of Christian apocal ypticism The
first is the enphasis given to the anti-nessiah, the dread figure
of Antichrist. While there are conparable figures in Judaism
(Armllus) and in Islam (the Dajjal), they do not seemto have
the centrality and potency that Christian apocal ypticists have
given to Antichrist. The second effect of the already-but-not-yet
character of Christian sacred history is howit allowed for the
creation of an assisting cast of what | call quasi-nessiahs, such
as the Last Wirld Enperor and Angelic Pope, to share in Christ's
final triunph over evil. These figures, as | have argued
el sewhere, are new creations designed to provide transcendent al
apocal yptic validation to major devel opnents in Christian
hi story, specifically the conversion of the Roman enpire and the
grow h of the nedi eval papacy. The fact that Islam has a simlar
arrested understanding of Heilsgeschichte is an inportant factor
i n understanding the creation of the ideas of the Mahdi and the
Qa'im Neverthel ess, further study of conparative nessiani sm and
what it has to tell us about the dynam cs of apocal yptic beliefs
in the three related traditions would be a fruitful avenue of
research.

[11. Evaluation

Finally, and briefly, there is the thorny question of the
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eval uation of apocalypticism an issue posed directly in the
paper of V.1. MIldon, but one that sooner or |ater confronts any
student of the phenonenon. The dangers of literal apocal ypticism
bot h past and present, the ways in which it has worked to foster
irrational fear, inordinate self-righteousness, bl azing hatred,
savage conflict, and cruel repression, are too well-know to need
docunenting here. But a look at the full story also conpels us to
admt that an apocal yptic sense of God's plan at work in history
as all owed many apocal yptic groups to survive persecution, to
nurture and defend religious traditions, and to refuse to
surrender to powerful agents of oppression. It has also fostered
t he hope wi thout which societies and religious may well perish.
To separate the good fromthe bad in the history of
apocal ypticismis a difficult, perhaps inpossible, task.

It may well be, of course, that we do not have to. Perhaps
society in the 21st century will nove beyond the need for
apocal ypticismand live in a world where m || ennial hopes and the
fears of inpending doomare no |onger necessary. This is already
perhaps the case for many segnents in Wstern society, but
scarcely for all. The growi ng stength of Fundanentalist novenents
in Christianity, Judaismand Islam as well as the various forns
of what can be called "secul ar apocal ypticism" notably in the
nore radi cal aspects of the ecol ogical novenent, argue that those
who predict the di sappearance of apocal ypticismnay be no nore
correct in their prophecies than the nost discredited of the
apocal ypti c prophets of the past two thousand years. "The end is
not near"--at |east the end of apocal ypticism



