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To make sense of this gospel scene, you have to imagine what it was like to be there. Jesus and
his disciples had just come back from the Temple and were now at the Mount of Olives, looking
back at the Temple. Jesus is troubled. While they were at the Temple, he had a sense that things
were turning bad, and the Temple would be destroyed not too far into the future. Now that they
are back at Mount of Olives, he looks across and begins to ponder what might be about to
happen. But it isn’t just about the Temple; he gives us the impression that something quite

extraordinary will soon happen. It is as though the world is at a turning point.

Throughout history there have been turning points that have changed the world and brought
momentous changes to all life. We know of major geological changes that happened millions
of years ago. But we could also think of major social changes, as when the world moved from
a predominantly agricultural way of life to an industrial way of life. There was a shift from the
fields to the factories, from the countryside into the cities. These sorts of changes are not only
irreversible, but they usually bring confusion and destabilisation. Things are no longer the way
they used to be. It usually takes several generations before things settle down. People have to

live with uncertainty and confusion until the new way of life becomes settled.

I think Jesus is contemplating an even greater momentous change, but not in terms of geology
or an industrial revolution. Instead, Jesus is thinking about God breaking into the world. The
image he uses is the Son of Man coming on the clouds with great power and glory, as if heaven
were coming to the earth. But the image he uses brings a mix of fear and rejoicing. It will be
as unsettling as a major cosmic event. This is why Jesus uses images that capture something of
the shock of this event. He speaks of the sun darkened, the stars falling from heaven, and the
moon losing its brightness. But this is just a prelude to something much greater and better. It
will be the beginning of a time when God will gather together all his chosen people. All that
had been scattered and lost will be found and will find a home with God.

The message Jesus is conveying is meant to be good news. After his death and resurrection,
his disciples will come to realise that it is his death that is the great catastrophic event that
ushered in a new world with his resurrection. Jesus is the Son of Man coming on the clouds.
The language that people like St Paul will use, is to say that there is a new creation. Paul also

uses the image of the pain of childbirth. At the end of the pain there is a new life and much



rejoicing. For the readers of the gospel all that Jesus was speaking about on the Mount of Olives
with his disciples has already happened. We have reached the turning point. He is the firstborn
of the new creation. For the readers of the gospel, this was a source of consolation for them
when they faced their own turning points in life. It can be for us too.

A few years ago, Pope Francis reflected on the times we live in and noted that it feels like a
change of era. It is not just the pace of change that goes on around us and in which we are all
caught up, but the way the world thinks and behaves is changing. The way people seek answers
to life’s big questions is changing and the place of God in the world and in people’s lives is
changing. People of faith respond to this in a variety of ways. Some take fright and cling tightly
to the past and to what they know to be comfortable. Others get swept away with change and
abandon all that used to give meaning, and they seek meaning elsewhere. This hardly seems a
satisfactory response.

Today’s gospel gives us an important perspective on this. The first thing to note is that all
change should be understood in the light of the time of the new creation in which we now live
— this time after the resurrection. As Jesus said in the gospel, his words will not pass away; his
victory will not be undone. The second thing to note is that the experience of change can give
us a sense that the kingdom of God is still breaking into the world. This is exciting because it
means we are participants in the bringing to birth of God’s kingdom. As Jesus says, it is not a
matter of pinning it down to a day or an hour, but of recognising that the Spirit of God is always
at work transforming us. The third thing to note is that Jesus asks us to be ready for what
happens, however it happens. That is his point of telling the parable of the fig tree, reminding
us of the importance of being alert to what is going on around us. Heeding the parable will
mean that if we notice the change of era we are living through, we can be ready to welcome
whatever God is bringing to birth in the world.



