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Today is the day for a national preach-in on global climate change. We signed up to 
participate, but I’ve already spoken on climate change this year, and, besides, you 
already know the stats and the controversies.    
 
So, I’d like to focus on one aspect of the debate: the propensity toward apocalyptic 
thinking.  
 
After all, global climate change is NOT the end of the world. It may mean the end of 
human life, but that won’t be the end of the world. Poison ivy, for example, will prosper.  
 
What I mean by pointing this out is that we must be circumspect when we talk about 
global climate change, lest we fall into the end-of-the world trap. Yes, global climate 
change—if we don’t get down to the job of fixing it—may mean the end of the world as 
we know it—but poison ivy will feel fine.  
 
 
I grew up in the Pentecostal church. When I was ten, I knew just how the world would 
end: “the fire next time.” Tribulations. Seven seals. The four horsemen of the 
apocalypse. Rainstorms of blood and fire. And what was more, this was coming any day 
now: the present terrible state of the world had been precisely prophesied in the book of 
Revelation in the bible. All you had to do was read it yourself.  
 
Well, turns out it’s not quite that simple. One of our adult religious education classes 
going on now we’re calling “Virgins and Dragons.” Wendy Jerome came up with the 
idea. And we’ve been reading through apocalyptic literature, thinking about why people 
write it and why it appeals so much to people these days—after all studies indicate that 
roughly half of Americans are waiting for the end, some for the Rapture, some for the 
Second Coming, some for the Apocalypse, but waiting for a supernatural end to human 
history and the earth. 
 
Why is this scenario so appealing? There a lots of conjectures—for example: people 
who feel oppressed, marginalized, or poor often hope for an immediate end to their . . . 
tribulations. I also suspect the fear of aging and death figures in. After all, if the world 
ends today, I don’t have to go through the death process. And I suspect that it also has 
to do with the desire of human beings to live in extraordinary times—I’m special; the end 
of the world is special; therefore, the world will end while I am alive.  
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Then there is the oddity of how people deal with the fact that the end never comes. 
Oddly enough, it appears to be that rather than giving up on predicting the end when the 
end doesn’t come, believers merely begin to reinterpret and believe all the more.  
 
Odd. Human nature. Something we do well to ponder a bit.  
 
 
 
Jakob van Hoddis was a young man in the early part of the Twentieth Century. He was 
a  poet. And a socialist. A German Jew. And he had some mental health issues. He 
began to ponder the end of the world and wrote this poem, “Weltende.”  
 

The hat flies off the pointy-headed bourgeois; 
in all the winds there’s an echo, like screaming. 
Roof tiles fly and break in two 
and on the coasts, one reads, it’s flooding. 
 
The storm is here, the wild sea hops 
onto land to crush thick walls. 
Most people have runny noses. 
Trains fall from the bridges. 
 
(author translation) 
 
Dem Bürger fliegt vom spitzen Kopf der Hut, 
In allen Lüften hallt es wie Geschrei. 
Dachdecker stürzen ab und gehn entzwei 
Und an den Küsten – liest man – steigt die Flut. 
 
Der Sturm ist da, die wilden Meere hupfen 
An Land, um dicke Dämme zu zerdrücken. 
Die meisten Menschen haben einen Schnupfen. 
Die Eisenbahnen fallen von den Brücken. 
 

 
Now here’s some irony for you: as a German Jew, as a socialist, as a “degenerate” 
poet, and as someone with mental health issues, van Hoddis had four reasons for the 
Nazis to kill him when they rose to power. Which of the four would get him killed first? 
Well, in 1942, the sanitarium where van Hoddis had gone was cleared of its patients 
and all were killed.  
 
End of the world, wasn’t it? But van Hoddis in his poem had already gotten at the irony 
of apocalyptic literature: it’s wish fulfillment. In the book of Revelation, the bad people, 
who are people who persecute us, get what they deserve. Justice at last reigns 
supreme.  
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As a socialist, van Hoddis wanted the upper-middle class to get its comeuppance, and 
so in the poem, a wind blows the hat off ones pointy little head.  
  
You can see this propensity for yourself—take a peek at any apocalypse you like, and 
what you’ll find is the bad guys punished. The bad guys are those who aren’t us. 
Sometimes they are warmongers. Sometimes they are the “liberal media.” Sometimes 
they are the “pointy-headed little bourgeois.”   
 
The upshot is always that a power greater than ourselves sets everything right. You’ve 
read and heard the descriptions: 
 
And the wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and 
the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them. 
(Isaiah 11:6 ASV) 
 
(Trivia for you: the lion lying down with the lamb is not in the bible. That phrase is a 
conflation of two verses from Isaiah, the other being:) 
 
The wolf and the lamb will graze together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox; and 
dust will be the serpent’s food. (65:25) 
 
Now wait a minute. Wolves and lambs do not get on well together. And lions don’t eat 
straw. And this is, of course, the problem with apocalypse: it is in its very essence 
magical thinking. The very nature of our world is that lions are not vegetarian.  
 
So, back to my question: Why is apocalypse so appealing to the human mind?  
 
 
 
My stab at an answer: Because long-term solutions are boring. 
Real, long-term solutions are boring.  
 
Long-term solutions are difficult. And boring. And require committees and task forces 
and lots and lots of charts and graphs and talking, talking, talking.  
 
Who wants to work on a long-term solution when we can have our cake right now: the 
wind blows the hats from the middle class and snakes no longer do that gross thing 
when they digest rats. The serpents take to eating dirt.  
 
Unitarian Universalists are guilty too. One of our greatest hits among our hymns is 
“We’ll Build a Land.” I like it too! But some of the lyrics go like this,  
 

We’ll build a land where we’ll bind up the broken 
We’ll build a land where the captives go free 
Where the oil of gladness dissolves all mourning. 
Oh, we’ll build a promised land that can be. 
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Wait a minute! No—it CAN’T be! Gladness does dissolve mourning, yes, but you can’t 
bottle that and pour it on everyone’s head. Gladness and mourning have to exist side by 
side or neither exists, and wolves and lambs are just not going to “graze together.”  
 
That hymn is a great way to buck ourselves up, but for real . . . it ain’t happenin’.  
 
 
And quick-fixes in the real world turn more often into Pol Pot’s Cambodia or Pinochet’s 
Chile.  
 
Lions can’t survive on grass.  
 
And we human beings are going to fix the climate change problem . . .  or not.  
 
 
I can hear what you’re thinking: “this guy is a real downer.”  
 
“I think I’ll just go home, consume some carbs, and watch Fox News.” 
 
But the essence of Unitarian Universalism is that . . . we have to do it ourselves. Human 
beings create problems; human beings have to fix the problems we create. 
 
That’s why social justice work is such an important part of the work of this congregation. 
If we thought some supernatural force was going to sweep across the skies of 
Minnesota any day now, who WOULD go walking around in the snow carrying signs or 
sandwiches? 
 
But it ain’t happenin’. Nobody is going to fix these problems but us. That’s why, when 
we bring up a social justice issue, Shannon Williams, our social justice coordinator, sets 
up an action table downstairs. So you can do something about it besides consuming 
carbs and getting angry at the TV. 
 
We know it’s up to us.  
 
Back in January of 1858 Unitarian minister Theodore Parker spoke to the the 
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Convention, and he said this:  
 
“I do not pretend to understand the moral universe; the arc is a long one, my eye 
reaches but little ways; I cannot calculate the curve and complete the figure by the 
experience of sight, I can divine it by conscience. And from what I see I am sure it 
bends towards justice.” 
 
As I mentioned a few weeks ago, when Parker spoke, slavery was being defended,  in 
the North and South, as condoned by scripture.  
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Parker’s job was to convince people that—despite chapter and verse—conscience—
morality—changes over time. And that, in 1858, moral, ethical people could not allow 
slavery to exist. Ideas change over time. 
 
A hundred years later, Rev. Martin Luther King—who considered becoming a Unitarian 
minister, remember, and was well-versed in our tradition—repeated Parker’s words: “the 
arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” 
 
It is little wonder, then, that President Barak Obama, whose beloved grandmother was 
Unitarian, had those words woven into a rug in the Oval Office.  
 
And it is little wonder that President Obama, in his remarks on the death of Nelson 
Mandela, offered as the highest praise, quote, “he bent the arc of the moral universe 
toward justice.” 
 
Inherent in the thought of Rev. Parker long ago, and still the guiding principle of 
Unitarian Universalists today, is that this world is not as it should be.  
 
This world is not just.  
This world is not moral. 
 
People have a propensity to say, “well, that’s just the way it’s supposed to be.”  
But our tradition insists that we must bend the arc toward justice.  
 
This “one precious life” is what everybody gets. And every human being, everywhere, 
has inherent worth and dignity. Therefore, it is a moral imperative that we strive for the 
greatest good for the greatest number . .  . NOW! 
 
We see that climate change is creating a world unhealthy for human flourishing. It’s up 
to us to fix it.  
 
That’s another reason we gather into a congregation. Not merely for community. But to 
focus our energies toward bending that arc of the moral universe.  
 
 
 
 
No. We are never going to build a land where everybody is all oily with gladness and all 
the lions are vegen.  
 
But we have to try. Shirley Chisholm said, “Service is the rent we pay for the privilege of 
living on this earth.” 
 
I’m not a prophet, but I feel confident in making a prediction: mining companies, 
petroleum companies, and others out for a quick buck are not going to stop funding 
spurious studies to try to fool the gullible.  
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They’re not going to stop paying for lobbyists and political campaigns.  
 
One, lions will never eat straw . . . and some people will always choose a quick buck 
over the collective good; 
 
If anything is going to get fixed, it is up to us to do it. (And we know that our opponents 
are very content to have us get angry, curl up, and stare at our navels.) We must get 
our hands on that arc of the moral universe and do some bending.  
 
 
 


