
If you are waiting at traffic lights or enduring the modern-day curse of being

stuck in a traffic jam, you may find some amusement if the car in front of you

has a rear bumper or window sticker with a message on it. A friend of mine

used to have one that read, ‘Pass quietly. Driver asleep.’ A more bizarre one

that stands out in my memory from one of my visits to the United States read,

‘If this car has no driver, the Rapture has taken place.’ You have perhaps never

heard of this rapture. Although it is very much a minority belief, a significant

number of Christians think it is a biblical and ancient Christian teaching. It is, in

fact, a modern innovation, a theory invented by a 19th century evangelist called

John Nelson Darby in England, though it has had more impact in the States. It

has shaped what many American evangelicals think that Christianity is

principally about. The theory has fuelled several bestselling works of fiction

over the past 50 years. It envisages faithful Christians being suddenly

transported up to heaven, rather like the astronauts in the Star Trek series are

beamed up to their star ship from a planet’s surface. But no serious Christian

commentator has ever understood any biblical text to mean anything like that.

There are verses in the New Testament which, if interpreted literally or

factually, without an understanding of the creative metaphorical language that

is abundant in the Bible, could possibly lead to such thinking, and this is what

John Nelson Darby caught on to. In the Gospel today, Jesus spoke of difficult

times to come when ‘one person would be taken, the other left.’ But this

almost certainly refers to Jews who would be taken prisoner by the Romans

during the uprising around 70AD, something that was in the Gospel writers’

and first readers’ own experience as indeed were all the tribulations that Jesus

speaks about in that chapter.

Those who accept the rapture idea usually believe it will take place within a

few years before the Second Coming of Christ and the final Judgement, and

with it the end of the world. It is a ‘theology’ filled with violence, with God and

Jesus as destroyers of the world and of evildoers. And it is all about ‘being right

with God’ so that when the rapture does occur, the faithful will be taken up to

heaven to escape the suffering of the world before that great and dreadful day.

Like the novels it has inspired, this is pure fiction and has no place in mainline

Christian belief. Praise the Lord! In any case, Christianity is not about signing

up to a plan of evacuation from this world. While we hold to a future hope



beyond this life, as Christians we are called to love the world and work to

change it for the better.

This world will, of course, end one day. But unless we human beings do

something very foolish, we can expect long ages of history still to come. Of

course, we must be alarmed and ever vigilant and active in the face of the

environmental and nuclear threats to our planet. But it is right and good that

we try and live as if the Lord’s coming in judgement should overtake us at any

time; we are right to live in a state of urgency, of readiness. To be serious

about the Lord’s coming essentially means to look forward to the fullness of life

in him. That hope, that longing calls us to live this life differently. The Christian

task is to participate fully, responsibly, and enthusiastically in the life on earth;

to enable Christ to shape us to be more like him, to be people who continue his

loving work of bringing more lives and more of life under the reign of God. The

gospel informs us what we must do, how we should live and speak and behave.

We live under its judgement daily.

When we affirm and pray that Jesus will come again, we are making a

commitment to his vision of the future, the dream of God. God loves the

world. The incarnation, God coming among us in the life of Jesus, is one huge

clue that life on earth is very important to God and that God has a definite plan

for it. The kingdom of God, which Jesus came to announce and demonstrate, is

for the earth. We pray for it to come on earth each time we say the Lord’s

Prayer. It is about a world of real social and distributive justice, where everyone

has enough food and other essential resources for living, and no one makes

war anymore, as first expressed in the vision of Isaiah in our first reading. The

kingdom of God on earth is a state in which human beings with all their

diversity live together in unity, peace, and love. This is God’s passion for the

world and for human life. As Christians this is to be our central cause and

motivation, our genuine hope for the world and its future, a future in which

that biblical vision of the reign of God will become present, real, visible in

human life and society. That will be the most important answer to our prayer,

‘Come, Lord Jesus!’

Meanwhile, we need to realise that the important coming again of Jesus has

already happened. In fact, he has never left us, except in the flesh, and his

promise to his disciples was that he would be with us until the end of time.



The risen Christ has come and continues to come through the Spirit into the

lives of all who seek to follow him. Through that Spirit he continues to call us

more deeply into his life.

So to revisit a well-worn Advent summary about the coming of Christ: At

Christmas we welcome the coming of the Christ who is already here. He comes

to us to be born anew in our hearts. He comes again in all the celebrations and

rhythms of the liturgical year. He comes to us in our prayer and worship; he

comes to us when we read the Scriptures in a discerning, prayerful and

grown-up way. He comes to us in the Eucharist, present to us in bread and

wine. He comes again in the experiences of our daily lives and our interaction

with one another. He comes to us in the needy and the marginalised and all

who suffer, and he calls us to minister to him there. He comes to us in the very

creation itself, this sure sign of God’s reality and love all around us, and which

calls us to care for this precious earth as a sacred duty. He continues to come

in so many ways, to bless, to challenge and to transform us. And finally, he will

come to receive and transform us completely when it is time to let go of this

mortal life. The most important Advent call for us is to wake up to his

presence, to look for him, to try and see more clearly the Christ who is already

here; to try, or try better and more resolutely to follow him. When we do this,

when we allow ourselves to grow more deeply into Christ, he is able to make

his home in us, so that he can continue to be visible, embodied, incarnate in

the world. In this way we play our vital part in a gradual process towards the

ultimate Christian hope, for that time, to use Paul’s language, when ‘God will

be all in all.’ (1 Corinthians 15: 28)


