B. 33rd Sunday in Ordinary Time #3                                                             Mk 13: 24-32

Scene

Jesus teaches about the triumph of the Son of Man, using the behavior of the fig tree as an example of what he means.

Background

See the background notes for B. 1st Sunday of Advent.

It is clear from the structure of this (eschatological) discourse that the Parousia cannot take place until after the preliminary events announced in vv. 5-23 have occurred. Despite the fact that they are the necessary precursors to the coming of the glorified Son of Man, their occurrence does not determine the time of that event. Jesus simply declares the sufferings that can be anticipated (vv. 5-23) and the final triumph that will resolve the tensions and paradoxes of earthly existence (vv. 24-27). The final end is viewed from the standpoint of a concrete historical event, the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in 70AD, which serves as its prelude.

Text

v. 24 in those days: This is a stereotyped expression in the OT that came to have eschatological associations from the contexts in which it occurs (e.g. Jer 3:16, 18; 31:29; 33: 15f; Joel 2:28; Zech 8:23). In itself, however, it refers to no determined time in history. Here it designates a period following the days of trial and tribulation described in vv. 19-20, but the exact time frame is left open.

vv. 24-25 son…moon…stars…powers: These details are stock images used in OT material about the “Day of the Lord.” Here they are applied to the Son of Man in his glory. The major background texts are: Joel 2:10; 3:15; Is 13:10; 34:4; Ezek 32: 7-8; Amos 8:9.  Using poetic imagery and language the prophets (and later apocalyptic writers) would describe the “Day of the Lord” (the final intervention of God in history) in terms, vivid and scary, of the dissolution of the cosmic structure (as people of the day understood it, not as we do today). The key idea behind this is that the destiny of the universe is inextricably tied to the destiny of humanity. In other words, if humans are destroyed, so goes the universe. Only now, in Jesus’ teaching, the real destiny of humanity is centered on the Son of Man in his glory rather than on the Temple (which itself, in fact, was destroyed).

vv. 26-27 the Son of Man: In these verses all the actions are attributed to the Son of Man. He not only comes, but gathers the elect through the ministry of the angels, and the elect are “his.” This triumphal return is cast in the language (and a fulfillment) of Dn 7: 13f where the enthronement of the Son of Man, that mysterious and transcendent figure, is described. However, Jesus’ teaching differs from Daniel in two important ways: 1) The Son of Man is not brought to God’s throne. Instead, he comes to gather together the scattered people of God, a function the OT reserves to God alone. Jesus is, in effect, equating himself with God. His coming as a sovereign in the celestial chariot of the clouds, adorned with honor and glory is a heavenly analogy of the earthly “parousias,” official visitations, of royal figures and generals in the Hellenistic- Roman world. 2) Jesus linked the idea (and surrounding imagery) of the suffering servant (of Isaiah) with the triumphant Son of Man (of Daniel) in a way not found in the OT. The rejection, humiliation and death of the Son of Man were not in the OT concept at all. Jesus combined the two notions. Only after his exaltation could Jesus be seen as the fulfillment of OT prophecy. In this scene he comes as the eschatological judge (a solely divine function). Only then, as judge, is he vindicated from the false claims of his detractors. It is his Parousia that will resolve the “contradictions” involved in Christian suffering as well. Truly, this will be a case of “All’s well that ends well.”

Nothing was more important and more hoped for among the Israelites than the ingathering of their dispersed people. They thought it would be in Jerusalem around the Temple. (By the time of Mark’s publication the Temple had been destroyed, dashing those hopes.) Jesus reinterprets their hope, not in terms of the Temple, but of the Son of Man, himself. To be gathered by the Son of Man is to participate in the eschatological community and enjoy the long-hoped-for messianic blessings. Jesus was the center of hope and life, not the Temple.

From the end of the earth to the end of the sky: Two OT expressions are combined to emphatically express “everywhere.” The scope of the activity of the Son of Man through the angels is universal.

vv. 28-29 the fig tree: The fig tree reminded Jesus of the final judgment and what leads up to it. And deservedly so. In contrast to most of the trees of Palestine (the olive, oak, terebinth and evergreens) the fig tree loses its leaves in the winter and (in contrast to the almond which blossoms in early spring) it shows signs of life later than other trees. So, when the branches get soft by the sap flowing through them and leaves begin to appear, it is a sure sign that the warm season is very near. The lesson is that there is not a lot of time between the first signs of life and the full-blown blossom, like the other trees. So be careful, the end is soon. Keep a watchful eye for all signs of life (the presence of God). Jesus may only be talking about the end of the Temple here and referring to the “sign” of the farcical investiture of the clown Phanni as high priest in 67-68AD and other sacrileges preceding the Temple’s destruction. But, the image of the fig tree lends itself to Jesus’ constant teaching of being watchful and prepared for the imminent End. Whatever the historical reference, there is this more general application.

This generation: On one level, this would refer to those alive who will witness the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple. On another level “this generation,” as used elsewhere by Jesus, refers to “humanity,” especially the Israelites, in the bondage of sin.

v. 31 my words will not pass away: Throughout the OT the enduring quality of God’s word is contrasted with the merely apparent durability of the universe. What is said of God and his word, Jesus now applies to himself and his word. Heaven and earth either might be or will be destroyed but the word of the Lord will remain in any event.

v. 32 no one knows the day or hour: One may interpret all the signs one wishes. In fact, everything and every event is a “sign” for believers, at least, potentially. However, no one can compute the actual time of the arrival of the End, be it the end of time and earth or the end of one’s own time on earth. This verse begins the section on watchfulness and preparedness (vv. 32-37). Verses 30 and 32 concern two distinct events. V. 30 primarily has the destruction of Jerusalem in mind, whereas v. 32 concerns the “Day of the Lord.” The point of the Son not knowing is not to define the limits of Jesus’ theological knowledge, but to stress that vigilance, not calculation, is required of his disciples. The Parousia is not conditioned on these or any other “signs” as though God put himself in a straight jacket. After all is said and done it remains his sovereign decision, enveloped in impenetrable mystery. True, one could predict the destruction of Jerusalem and prepare for it by flight, if nothing else. Not so the Parousia.
The only recourse one has is vigilance and living a life prepared at all times to face the Lord in judgment.

Reflection
Jesus wants us to keep constantly aware that we will face him in judgment one unknown day. This is not to scare us but to motivate us to see all things in the light of eternity and to be constantly ready to review our lives in his presence. Actually, he wants us to conduct that review, preview the review, if you will, daily, even many times daily. This should proceed not from a morbid fear of death or punishment, but from a joyful expectation of living in his unveiled presence forever.

He makes clear that those folks who predict the time of his Coming on the basis of “signs” are way off base. The “signs” of the end are, in fact, discernible in every age (hence, predictors of the end have been wrong throughout Christian history) and are “signs” of the effects of sin, be they, personal, agricultural, historical, social or cosmic. They are ever-present signs of the need to be prepared rather than scared.

We don’t really need to see the actual, specifically mentioned “signs” to conclude that death and signs of death are all around us. Whether it be the fig tree or any other plants, whether it be the destruction of the Temple in 70AD or of the Berlin Wall in 1991AD, whether it be inexplicable cosmic phenomena then or now, we can discern that the universe in which we live is always dying and rising and is still quite mysterious to us who live in it. Modern science tells us that the universe is not infinite (though it is vast beyond imagining) and that it is not eternal (though it is old beyond telling). Without being sure exactly when, scientists can predict that the world as we know it will end. They seem to think it is zillions of years in the future, but they do not really know. Jesus stays away from all that and simply tells us that our world, our personal time within time, is not infinite. Indeed it is quite limited and comparatively brief, even if we live past a hundred years. It’s all a matter of perspective. 

Perhaps to prevent reading too much into the standard apocalyptic signs, Jesus focuses on the fig tree as a “sign.” It’s a favorite metaphor of his for imminent judgment (Mt 21: 18-22; Lk 13: 6-9). Like the great wisdom teacher he is, Jesus tells us to look closely at and into nature (much like a modern scientist) and learn lessons for living from the way nature is structured and functions. We can also learn lessons from the way our natural bodies are structured and functions.

Take the experience of a heart attack victim. The time between the first attack and death can be very short or (with proper care) many years. In many cases it depends on how “prepared” the victim is to change life style and live in the constant awareness of his or her somewhat precarious condition. To have seen the “signs” of heart problems and then go on living as though nothing has happened would be to court disaster. The same is true of the “signs” of the end, which really surround us. Jesus does not want us living in a state of emergency or panic, but a state of urgency and preparedness. Ignoring our death, our limited time on earth, our imminent judgment opens us to living foolish lives, concerned with trivia, passing pleasures, and hopes that can never materialize.

The fact that we do not know either when time and the world will end, or when our time in the world will end, need not scare us nor cause us to close our minds to not only its inevitability but also its imminence.  Rather this fundamental fact can be a powerful energy supply to enjoy every moment of life, even when we are engaged in seemingly pointless activity. The eternal perspective reveals that very little really matters, but that “very little” determines where we will spend eternity.

Key Notions

1. Surprise events in nature (like hurricanes, tornados, comets, falling stars, etc.) alert us to our fragile and unpredictable standing within the universe.

2. Despite all that precedes our physical deaths and the ‘death” of the universe, all will turn out well in the end for those who are faithful in between time.

3. Nature and history can teach us lessons for living if we study them closely.

4. No one knows when the Lord will come in his glory, only that he will definitely come to each personally at the moment of physical death.

Food For Thought

1. Prepared vs. Scared: Every student, young or old, has had the experience of being unprepared for class, has not done the homework prior to class. It makes one “scared” to be called on, knowing that one is unprepared. For some the experience is so unpleasant that they resolve never to be unprepared again. Such students go on to do quite well in school and find themselves quite prepared for their future life. They learn a lot more than what is merely required for passing the class. They also learn life long skills in the pay off for being prepared. In the classroom itself, it is easy to separate the prepared student from the scared student. The prepared one has his/her hand up all the time, participates in the discussion, asks pertinent and probing questions, and enjoys the experience. The scared (unprepared) student has the opposite experience. We can see these two approaches to school being extended throughout a person’s life. The unprepared are always making excuses for being late, for forgetting important appointments or showing up without the required information or material. The unprepared find life too much to keep up with. Their energies are spent plugging holes of their own making. When they get a few moments of unstructured time they collapse instead of rest. They avoid responsibilities whenever and wherever they can. They feel the sky is always about to fall in on them and, like the unprepared of Jesus’ day, they notice only the unavoidable. They don’t notice the gentle rain, only the hurricane. They don’t notice the shining sun, only an eclipse. They don’t notice the stars, only the darkness. The prepared have a completely different experience of life. They know there are many “deadlines” besides their personal, physical death. They meet those deadlines by being prepared, by doing their homework, spending their time well and wisely, so that, prepared, they can enjoy the present moment, rather than making excuses for not showing up or showing up empty handed, exhausted and not ready to participate. Meeting the many deadlines of life is good practice for meeting the final deadline of life.

2. Knowing When: The person who looks just a little ahead, sees what’s coming up, and prepares to meet the challenge does not need to know every detail in advance. Like the prepared student who does well on a pop quiz because he/she has been studying every night and not just for the “test” (an apocalyptic event, to be sure), the prepared adult need not know everything that is going to happen in detail before he/she wisely invests some of today’s time in preparing for tomorrow. One does not need a crystal ball to know that tomorrow will soon be today and today yesterday. Living life in the awareness of death makes each moment of life precious and motivates us to invest our activity in those others who will survive us, to leave a legacy of wisdom and love, to be an example of how to spend time well and wisely so as to enjoy eternity. One day the Lord will come to us in death and require an accounting of the time we spent and the use to which we put all the gifts he entrusted to us. Pretending that day is far off, procrastinating, putting off until tomorrow what we can and should do today will find us presenting the Lord with a lot of blanks spaces on our final test and maybe a failing grade.
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