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My friend and his boss shared a small office, and the boss, a very religious man, would talk about the end of the world. He, like many born-again Christians,  believed in the Rapture, which means “caught up” or “snatched up.” During the Rapture, Christ will return to earth to gather his faithful ones, living and dead. “One of these days,” he would tell my friend, “you’ll look around, and I won’t be here.”  My friend took that to mean that he would left behind, still doing the company’s accounting work, while the other guy floated on into heaven. The boss was pretty confident about his status at the end of the world.
        Me? Not so much.

When I read this Gospel about the Second Coming, it scares me—nations in anguish, men fainting from terror, the shaking of the heavenly bodies, the tossing of the seas, “the day that will assault everyone who lives on the face of the earth.” The newspaper reporter inside me wants to be there to see it happen and call in the story to the news desk. The sinner inside me wants to hide in the deepest, darkest cave I can find. With all those billions of people to deal with, surely he’ll forget about some insignificant little chicken-hearted pastoral associate with sins up to here, shaking in the corner.

But Jesus says to “Stand up and lift up your heads.” He wants us to do what he always wants us to do—look at the big picture. Stop fooling around with excesses and the worries of daily life. Stop trying to figure out the date and time of the end of the world. Jesus said even he didn’t know when the end would come—only the Father knows. You probably won’t get the correct final day prediction from some kook on the Internet.

“Be vigilant and pray” is the message from this reading. In fact, Jesus tells us to be watchful about 20 different times in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke—in the story about the ten wise virgins and the ten foolish virgins, the thief who comes in the night, the servants waiting for the bridegroom, to his apostles sleeping in the Garden of Gethsemane.

“I’m coming when you least expect it,” he warns us. “Pray for strength.” And what do I do? I worry about getting the car inspected, or how many are coming for Christmas dinner, or if I can make it to the bank in time to beat that check I wrote yesterday. Instead of thinking “big picture,” I’m thinking, “Let me arrange these deck chairs on the Titanic.” A lot of good that will do me on Day Zero.

Watch and pray. Such a simple formula. Tell you what: I’ll try it today if you will. Let’s see if it works.


