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The word apocalypse comes from the Greek, “apokalypsis” which means unveiling hidden information or revealing secret knowledge concerning unfolding human events. The word “revelation” is another way to translate the idea of apokalypsis. Thus, the words “apocalypse,” “revelation,” and “prophecy” are closely related. Prophets, by definition, are apocalyptic.


In its more common and generic usage, the word “apocalypse” has come to mean the belief in an approaching confrontation, cataclysmic event, or transformation of epochal proportion, about which a select few have forewarning so they can make appropriate preparations. Those who believe in a coming apocalypse might be optimistic about the outcome of the apocalyptic moment, anticipating a chance for positive transformational change; or they might be pessimistic, anticipating a doomsday; or they might anticipate a period of violence or chaos with an uncertain outcome.


Apocalypticism relates to millennialism in complex ways. The period immediately prior to a millennial date can be marked by people turning inward in preparation for apocalyptic events, removing themselves from society, and in extreme cases, committing suicide. Conversely, some who believe the end of time means there will be literally no time for punishment, may act out on their anger by demonizing or killing their enemies. Other people swept up in apocalyptic millennial expectation target scapegoated groups for discrimination or violence to ritually cleanse the society, or push it toward the final showdown. During the period after an anticipated millennial transformation, people can turn outward, and express anger over failed expectations by blaming scapegoated groups for having prevented the transformation. Others might express their disappointment by turning inward and reformulating some continuing basis for apocalyptic beliefs. Some become disillusioned altogether. 


In Christianity, the Apocalypse usually refers to a gigantic global battle with Satanic forces that are defeated by the faithful, followed by a millennium of Godly rule. The apocalyptic tradition also exists in Judaism, Islam, and other religions that pre-dated Christianity. Christian pre-millennialists often generate apocalypticism through their expectation that the end times bring the return of Christ who reigns for one thousand years. Christian post-millennialists can be apocalyptic in their quest to take over secular society and hold it for the thousand years they believe is required to bring the return of Christ.


All millennial movements are apocalyptic in some sense, even when positive and hopeful; but not all apocalyptic movements are millennial. Apocalyptic themes can be found today in the Christian Right, Patriot and armed militia movements, and the far right. Apocalypticism can also be found among New Age devotees, environmental activists, and UFO groups. 


Apocalyptic themes are certainly evident in popular culture where films such as Armageddon and Apocalypse Now and the TV series Millennium name the tradition while mainstreaming the ideas. Films including Rambo, Mad Max, Red Dawn, Die Hard, Terminator, and their sequels reinterpret apocalyptic visions while obscuring their origins. The X-Files film and its related TV series are quintessential apocalyptic narratives. Buffy the Vampire Slayer stomps incarnate evil in a weekly TV series. Prophetic scripture provides the paradigm for sensational scripts. What is entertainment for some, however, is spiritual and political reality for others. This is not a new phenomenon in U.S. history. Apocalyptic ideas of demonic possession fueled the witch-hunts that swept New England starting in the 1600’s. Now Salem, Massachusetts—which put suspected witches to death--is a center for modern witchcraft and other New Age beliefs (Lamy 1996: 240-246). Many anti-slavery abolitionists around the time of the Civil War were mobilized by Christian apocalyptic beliefs, and that theme was reflected in the rhetoric of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” (Lamy 1996: 56-59). 


According to Landes, apocalyptic activities rarely “receive more than a passing mention in ‘mainstream’ analyses, and even fuller discussions tend to ‘fence off’ the phenomenon from the analysis of the truly consequential deeds of the age. Given that, in favorable circumstances, apocalyptic beliefs can launch mass movements capable of overthrowing (and forming) imperial dynasties and creating new religions, such an approach seems rather inadequate” (Landes 1996: 165-166). For instance, Kovel observes that many historians have overlooked the apocalyptic dimensions of anti-communism, especially its dualism and conspiracism (Kovel 1994). Damian Thompson, argues that “Richard Hofstadter was right to emphasise the startling affinities between the paranoid style and apocalyptic belief—the demonisation of opponents, the sense of time running out, and so on. But he stopped short of making a more direct connection between the two. He did not consider the possibility that the paranoia he identified actually derived from apocalyptic belief” (1996:307).


There have been numerous theories put forward for explaining apocalyptic beliefs, including psychological factors, social or economic crisis, natural disasters or other hardships, relative deprivation, and loss of status. Strozier takes the psychological approach, claiming apocalyptic thinking reflects a broken self identity within a person, leading to an inability to deal with the present on a personal, societal, and metaphysical level. Lamy and Thompson argue that while apocalyptic millennialism has many sources, it generally can be tied to some type of societal conflict or resistance to change. Fuller says apocalyptic fervor is complex, and part of a “literary and theological tradition,” that is “transmitted through a variety of cultural institutions that are relatively immune” to certain “social or economic forces” (1995: 9-10, 191-200). Fenn sees apocalyptic rituals both as a way to mediate social change and transfer of power between generations; and to challenge, at least metaphorically, death itself. 


According to Fenn, fascism is a virulent form of apocalyptic belief rooted in resistance to the transformation of economic and social relations: “Fascist tendencies are most likely to flourish wherever vestiges of a traditional community, bound together by ties of race and kinship, persist in a society largely dominated by large–scale organizations, by an industrial class system, and by a complex division of labor. Under these conditions the traditional community itself becomes threatened; its members all the more readily dread and demonize the larger society” (1997: 224). Wistrich also traces the apocalyptic paradigm of Nazism and writes of the millennial roots of their plans for a thousand-year Reich.


O’Leary has constructed a theory of how millennial rhetoric is used to manage concepts of time, authority, and evil. Thus the “mythic narrative of Apocalypse can be used to justify the existence of evil on a cosmic scale by pointing to the promised restoration of an earthly Kingdom of God, while individual experience of evil is itself [a sign and a] proof…that the cosmic drama of evil is nearing its resolution” (1994: 20). Apocalyptic beliefs that demonize, says O’Leary, flow from a specific literal viewpoint regarding how good and evil functions in society, and how and when God exercises ultimate judgement. “The problem is not the mythological character of Revelation; rather, it is that any interpretation of the [apocalyptic] myth (whether by skeptics or by dogmatists) that reduces it to literal and factual content inevitably distorts the deliberately metaphorical language of prophecy” (1994: 42). O’Leary calls this the tragic interpretation of apocalyptic, and says only a sense of comedic can compete by accepting the irony that God’s judgement of good and evil has already occurred, is occurring even now, and is always about to occur, thus making calendar dates and specific timetables beyond the ability of humans to predict.

Revelation Interpreted as Apocalyptic Narrative


Christian apocalypticism is based on many sources in the Bible, including the Old Testament books of Daniel and Ezekiel, and the New Testament Gospel of Matthew. The primary Biblical source, however, is the Book of Revelation, the last book of the Christian New Testament. Revelation, the chronicle of an apocalyptic vision, was written about 95 ce, but parts derive from prophetic elements of the book of Daniel and other Old Testament books. The identity of John of Patmos, the author of Revelation, is disputed, but most experts suggest it was not the same John, the disciple of Jesus, who authored the fourth Gospel.


Revelation describes in graphic terms what will happen when an angry God finally intervenes in human affairs at the end of time. The narrative describes the End Times as a period of widespread sinfulness, moral depravity, and crass materialism. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse ride in bringing God’s wrath in the form of wars, disease, civil strife, and natural disasters. Satan’s chief henchman appears in human form as the Antichrist, a popular world leader who secretly harbors sympathy for the Devil. He promises peace and unity of all nations under one world government, but it’s a trick. His agents are tracking down and punishing Christians who refuse to abandon their faith. Satan’s allies receive a mark--the Mark of the Beast--represented by the number 666.


This period of hard times are called “the Tribulations” and culminate in a final cataclysmic doomsday confrontation of massed armies in the Middle East, at a place named Armageddon. Good triumphs over evil at the battle of Armageddon, ushering in a millennium of Christian rule.


The narrative of Revelation provides important clues for understanding the rhetoric and actions of devout Christians who are influenced by apocalypticism and millennialism. Among Christians, belief in an actual coming apocalypse is particularly strong among those Fundamentalists who not only read the Bible literally, but also consider prophetic Biblical text to be a coded timetable or script revealing the future.


Those that believe the apocalypse is at hand can act out those theological beliefs in social, cultural, and political arenas. An example might be when believers view current world events as “signs of the End Times” or see those with whom they disagree as agents of the Antichrist. Apocalyptic movements in the United States often have reflected a manichaean framework of absolute good versus absolute evil that leads to demonization of opponents. Kaplan notes: “A manichaean framework requires the adherent to see the world as the devil’s domain, in which the tiny, helpless ‘righteous remnant’ perseveres through the protection of God in the hope that, soon, God will see fit to intervene once and for all in the life of this world” (1997: 171).


This perspective can promote a passive, fatalist response, or can lead some to be pro-active and interventionist, seeking to prepare the way for the anticipated confrontation. Believers can be optimistic or pessimistic about the outcome. Today, apocalyptic themes influence many diverse Christian groups, including those who do not think the End Times are close at hand. Paul Boyer argues that Christian apocalypticism must be factored into both Cold War and post Cold War political equations (Boyer 1992:148-149).


The mainstreaming of apocalypticism received a major boost when, in 1983, Ronald Reagan cited scriptural authority to demonize the Soviet Union as an “evil empire.” Halsell noted that some evangelists, including Jerry Falwell, Hal Lindsey, and Pat Robertson, hinted that use of atomic weapons might be part of the inevitable final battle of Armageddon. There are hundreds of books with apocalyptic themes aimed at Christian evangelicals and fundamentalists, see for example, Lindsey and Carlson 1970, Lindsey 1997, Graham 1983, and Jeffrey 1994. By the time the 1974 prophecy book, Armageddon, Oil, and the Middle East Crisis was revised and re-published during the Gulf War, it had sold over one million copies.

Two Apocalyptic Traditions in Christianity


Quinby argues that “Apocalypticism in each of its modes fuels discord, breeds anxiety or apathy, and sometimes causes panic,” and that “this process can occur at the individual, community, national, or international level.” “What makes apocalypse so compelling,” argues Quinby, “is its promise of future perfection, eternal happiness, and godlike understanding of life, but it is that very will to absolute power and knowledge that produces its compulsions of violence, hatred, and oppression” (162).


Yet not all contemporary Christian interpretations of Revelation promote apocalyptic demonization. Within Christianity, there are two competing views of how to interpret the apocalyptic themes in the Bible. One view identifies evil with specific persons and groups, seeking to identify those in league with the Devil. This view easily lends itself to demonization. A more positive form of interpreting apocalyptic prophecy is not based on demonization; it is promoted by those Christians who see evil in the will to dominate and oppress. Apocalyptic thinking, in this case, envisions a liberation for the oppressed. The two interpretations represent a deep division within Christianity.


Even some relatively conservative and orthodox Christians look to the prophetic tradition of siding with the poor and oppressed, and these themes can be found in both the New and Old Testaments. This is the tradition of the Social Gospel in Protestantism, and Liberation Theology in Catholicism. It can be found in today’s Sojourners group and the tradition of “prophetic anger” coupled with “evangelical populism.” Social justice activist Daniel Berrigan uses apocalyptic discourse in the Bible as a tool in challenging oppression, corruption, and tyranny. Philosopher René Girard argues that the New Testament can be used to help unravel scapegoating. Author and activist Cornel West identifies himself with a prophetic tradition rooted in African-American Christianity and the struggle for Black civil rights. The Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. preached from this tradition when he spoke truth to power.


Within mainstream denominations, independent evangelical churches, progressive Christian communities, and followers of liberation theology are many Christians who are painfully aware of those historic periods when some Christian leaders sided with oppression, and used demonization as a tool to protect and extend power and privilege. It is not accurate to stereotype all Christians as continuing that heritage. Some of the most vocal critics of apocalyptic demonization and conspiracist scapegoating come from within Christianity. One such critique by Gregory S. Camp is impressive both as a historical and theological work. Camp warns of the “very real danger that Christians could pick up some extra spiritual baggage” by credulously embracing conspiracy theories (1997: 190).

Conclusion


O’Leary points out “the study of apocalyptic argument leads to the conclusion that its stratagems are endless, and not susceptible to negation through rational criticism” (O’Leary: 221-222). He suggests patience, a sense of tragedy in history, and a sense of humor in interaction as the best strategies for mending communities that experience the trauma of apocalyptic confrontation.


Christian apocalypticism refers to a broad range of ideas. The dangerous dynamic arises primarily among the sector of Christians who combine Biblical literalism, apocalyptic timetables, demonization, and oppressive prejudices. Scapegoating that is generated or enhanced by apocalyptic fears has distinctive features and targets. Scapegoating always needs to be taken seriously when it bullies its way into political and social discourse. Any group can be framed as doing evil or being evil, given enough creative energy on the part of the scapegoater. Apocalyptic views that demonize by naming specific groups of people as evil pose a threat to civil society.


The history of apocalyptic fervor is written by those secure in their knowledge that all previous predictions of terminal cataclysm have turned out to be false. After all, if the end of time ever arrives, it will leave behind no historians or sociologists, thus making skepticism an appealing and safe alternative. While believers prepare for the spiritual tsunami that will wash away both sins and sinners, skeptics make the assumption that it is just another wave that will eventually collapse, seeping away through the infinite sands of time. Yet no matter what we believe, we are all destined to experience the effects of the apocalypse, because it invents itself in the maelstrom of the human mind, and no logical arguments can stop the storm.
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