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Chapter One
T 444

Introduction

Charles B. Strozier

The year 2000 is at hand, calling forth varied responses. For some it further agitates
their already frantic relationship to personal and collective death. Soothsayers and
cult movements abound. But no one in our culture can entirely escape the millenni-
al hysteria of the 1990s. Certainly, as a potent symbol, 2000 stirs the imagination of
virtually all believing Christians at some level. Jesus, after all, announces in the first
book of the New Testament (Matthew 2.4) that he is coming back, just as the Bible’s
last book, Revelation, twice plays with the evocative power of thousand-year cycles
in its climactic chapter 20. End time means that moment (which is at the same time
a process) of moving out of human history and into God’s time. But as a cultural
artifact 2000 connects as well with secular forms of the apocalyptic. In this sense
many are drawn into generalized images of endings around this pervasively concrete
and available symbol for the end. The year 2000 appears everywhere as a subtext,
in literature and art; in all the media; in politics, especially at the extremes; in all reli-
gions, new or old; and in what might be called the American self. Often this concrete
imagistic millennialism degenerates into the apocalyptic chic of the National
Engquirer. But it is never absent. For many, and not just the semiliterate and weak at
heart, 2000 suggests much about potential ultimate human endings and God’s
agency in creating new forms. The year 2000 is in our souls.

This book explores the meanings of the year 2000 both as an approaching event
and as an evocative symbol in American life. The beginning section presents essays
that explore 2000 in religious history, from its first millennium experience through
Columbus to the Civil War and the New Age, along with arguments for a trans-
formed Christianity inspired by apocalyptic spirituality. The second section features
essays on the manifestations of apocalyptic violence that have been energized sig-
nificantly by the year 2000, from Waco and Oklahoma City to Aum Shinrikyo in
Japan, as well as in various other kinds of totalistic communities. The third section,
on 2000 and politics, addresses in particular the preoccupation of right-wing
extremism in America with millennial themes but includes as well discussions of the
way 2000 works together with racial tensions and the reality of potential endings in
nuclear catastrophe. The final section includes essays on 2000 and culture, from art
to theater and deconstruction, and includes even the collapsing universe of comput-
er programming, faced with the daunting challenge of a rollover of zeros.
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It is astonishing that a mere date should work its way through a culture in so
many different ways. Undoubtedly, death figures centrally. It is, after all, knowledge
of our own death that distinguishes humanity and is an important part of the process
in the creation of culture. We also know of the apocalyptic, or collective death,
because we all die. Knowledge of our own death allows us creatively to extend that
knowing into an imagining of universal endings. To think about such things is heav-
ily weighted spiritually, for it pushes up against knowledge of the divine, however
conceived. For the fundamentalists this involves the revelation of God’s anger and
forgiveness in defined stages, or “dispensations,” the knowledge of which we have
from “signs” of the end. The fundamentalist end time story line is a teleological nar-
rative that is literal and violent, as well as being so stereotypically masculine as to
almost mock the patriarchy (the rider on the horse in Revelation 19:21 appears with
a suggestive sword sticking out of his mouth). But it would be a serious mistake to
leave 2000 to the fundamentalists. The themes are too universal, too human, too
rooted in images of collective death and renewal. In most millennial scripts, whether
New Age or Baptist, apocalypse precedes redemption, indeed cannot happen with-
out it. In such stories salvation requires violence, which in its very destructiveness
cleanses. Time collapses in the fullness of the old dying and the new coming to life.
In the end time, despair and hope merge. Endings become beginnings. As a female
black parishioner once told me, “You cannot go over it, you cannot go alongside it,
but you must go through it. You must go through the blood.”!

Biblical genocide is the dread. The book of Revelation plays out God’s anger in cas-
cading waves of violence linked with sevens of trumpets, seals, and vials. In the theol-
ogy of literalized Christianity, as it emerged between the 1830s and the 1880s, a very
specific version of the end time took shape that was a departure from earlier narra-
tives. The key figure was a British theologian named John Nelson Darby (who was to
make many evangelist trips to the United States) and his small group of Plymouth
Brethren in the 1830s. Their ideas of “premillennial dispensationalism” included the
now-familiar notions of the rapture, the tribulation, the timing of the return of Jesus,
the interpretation of biblical history as divided into defined stages or dispensations,
and the special role of the Jews in the end time process. This elaborate theory of the
end was later given a certain panache in the theory of textual literalness as developed
by Charles Hodge, his son, Archibald Alexander Hodge, and Benjamin Warfield, who
were all professors at Princeton Theological Seminary in the 1870s and 1880s. This
theory of “inerrancy” was uniquely pernicious, for it cast a long tradition of literalness
into dogma and changed forever the loose meanings of the complex symbols of
prophetic texts. A sacred end time sequence emerged. In it the ingathering of the Jews
foreshadows the coming of Antichrist and the beginning of the seven-year sufferings
of the tribulation. But first, in most scripts, Jesus appears in the clouds to rapture the
faithful. The great battle of Armageddon between the forces of good and evil brings to
a close the period of tribulation. Jesus returns to earth with the resurrected saints and
rules for a thousand years from the site of present-day Israel. Satan is then “loosed for
a season,” which leads to another great battle between good and bad. At last, then,
there is the final judgment, when the faithful enter the newly created heaven and the
rest, along with most readers of this book, are cast into the lake of fire.
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The timetable of this sequence is relentless once the process begins. Satan is
loosed, for example, exactly 1,007 years after the beginning of tribulation, which in
turn must follow the appearance of Antichrist. It is all ordained, indeed pre-existing,
though God will reveal hints of what he is up to through signs; that is why close
readers of biblical texts become such valued experts in the world of fundamental-
ism. The narrative is self-driven once set in motion. But what sets it off? For all con-
temporary fundamentalists the great prophetic moment of the twentieth century was
the founding of the Israeli state in 1948 because it seemed to realize their own pre-
dictions about the “ingathering” of the Jews. The more agitated talk portentously of
1948 as starting the end time clock ticking and await with ambivalence the appear-
ance of Antichrist. In such a rendition the climactic moment of the end time narra-
tive must be the year 2000 as the inevitable moment for the rapture of the faithful
and the beginning of the tribulation. Date setting, however, is proscribed (“But of
that day and hour knoweth no man, no, not the angels of heaven, but my Father
only,” says Jesus in Matt. 24:36 [Authorized Version]), and so it can only be whis-
pered in the collective dreams of the culture.

This relatively new story line has transformed Christianity and shifted the empha-
sis within it from the Sermon on the Mount to the book of Revelation. In the ser-
mon (chaps. 5—7 of the book of Matthew), which assumes a human future, Jesus
instructs that the poor are blessed, as are the meek, and those who mourn, and those
who make peace, and those who are persecuted. Jesus insists on a strict morality (no
divorce except for reasons of fornication), but his main concern is love and forgive-
ness: “Whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also”
(5:39) and “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate
you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you” (5:44). In
Revelation, on the other hand, the images are of the sun becoming black as sackcloth
of hair and the moon like blood (6:12), for the “day of his wrath is come” (6:17); of
a beast rising up out of the sea, “having seven heads and ten horns, and upon his
horns ten crowns, and upon his heads the name of blasphemy” (13:1); of a “great
whore that sitteth upon many waters” who is “drunken with the blood of the saints,
and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus” (17:1, 6); of a mighty angel casting a
stone like a millstone into the sea (“Thus with violence shall that great city Babylon
be thrown down” [18:21]); of blood everywhere and the remnant slain by him who
rides the white horse with the sword proceeding out of his mouth (19:21); and the
final violent death of Satan (20:10) and the death of death itself (20:14).

Such a transformation in the read of Scripture is of some consequence. Most of
all, the new emphasis on Revelation (and other prophetic texts, especially Ezekiel
and Daniel from the Old Testament) celebrates violence, which is a necessary corre-
late of the more immediate endism of fundamentalism. Both psychologically and
spiritually, any prophetic narrative that brings the end closer at hand heightens its
emphasis on collective death and destruction. Revelation is a bloody book. But so is
the fundamentalist read of that and other texts. Fundamentalists bring something to
it, a harsh dualism, that leads them to revel in and deepen the meaning of the vio-
lence they encounter. Fundamentalists, for example, make all important things hap-
pen twice, from their personally transformative experience of being reborn to the
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horrid second death that sinners must die for refusing to accept Jesus. Jews in this
system bear a special taint. Their ingathering somehow forces the mystical return of
Jesus, but then before it is all over they must all die (except for 144,000 in most
accounts). A converted Jew cannot even be raptured.2

A frequently asked question is whether the millennial concerns with which we live
are really new. Aren’t the current faddish obsessions with the year 2000 simply a
contemporary replay of very old themes? In the very asking, the smug become jaun-
diced. No one has been more confident about what I have called “eternal endism”
than the critic Frank Kermode, who was one of the first many years ago to talk
about some of these issues.3 Kermode dismisses as “childish” any attempt to attach
special significance to the terrors of our modern age, arguing that apocalyptic think-
ing is too firmly rooted in human experience. Only the naive, he argues, would priv-
ilege one’s own time as uniquely dark and set it off as a cardinal point in time. The
anxiety itself is not new. Cultures since the Mesopotamians have been grappling
with it. Only the patterns of creative response to that anxiety, he argues, have been
different.4 Kermode would also dismiss as heated imaginings that brooding anxiety
aroused by 2000. It would seem to him a form of “centurial mysticism” or, as Don
DelLillo calls it, “millennial hysteria.”’ To the extent that we feel we now live in a
state of perpetual transition, we elevate our period of ambiguous ending into an
“age” in its own right.®

Much wisdom lies in such a deep appreciation for the enduring, human attach-
ment to the end. Certainly it is true, for example, that there was a tremendous surge
of cultural anxiety in the last half of the tenth century, evidenced by a general decline
in cultural and artistic activity, especially in the French monasteries, where monks
even stopped copying their Bibles. It was “an evening of the world” (mundus sene-
scrit) in people’s imaginings.” The conclusion of the first millennium seemed too pre-
cise a fulfillment of millennial anxiety. It took no elaborate calculations, or year-day
equivalents, or any special knowledge to feel secure in the approaching end of his-
tory. The end (followed by renewal) had long been associated with thousand-year
cycles and was in fact known to all the ancient peoples “as a basic element of their
religion or philosophy.” The only change Christianity introduced via John of Patmos
was to be specific about the thousand years: “And I saw thrones, and they sat upon
them, and judgment was given unto them: and I saw the souls of them that were
beheaded for the witness of Jesus, and for the word of God, and which had not wor-
shipped the beast, neither his image, neither had received his mark upon their fore-
heads, or in their hands; and they lived and reigned with Christ a thousand years”
(Rev. 20:4). Tenth-century Europe was a thoroughly biblical culture, one that was
brimming with superstition and general illiteracy. The apocalyptic had a kind of
democratic flavoring. No experts were required to foretell the coming of the end.
Most people (as least as far as one can tell from the fragmentary evidence available)
assumed the world was about to come to its logical conclusion. A “nameless fear
gripped mankind,” a dark mood fell on the age.8

The complex intersection of politics and millennialism, as Norman Cohn showed
long ago, became a familiar theme in the few centuries up to 1500,% and Hillel
Schwartz has recently described the disarray and confusion at the ends of all cen-
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turies in the last thousand years, especially the tenth, the fifteenth, and the twenti-
eth.10 Another little-explored millennial topic is the anxieties surrounding the years
ending in 33 of various centuries (recalling the death and resurrection of Jesus), not
to mention the plethora of offbeat prophets like Nostradamus about whom we have
heard much of late. And all that, of course, restricts the apocalyptic to the Christian
narrative. There has long been a powerfully rich Jewish mystical tradition associat-
ed with the Zohar that engages in its own end time arithmetic. Native American
(especially Hopi) stories forecast the end of this, the fourth, world in ways that end
evil human culture but preserve the earth and enough human life to insure continu-
ity. And there are always often-discredited traditions (such as those of William Blake
and the Muggeltonians) that work at the margins of our psyches.

But in one very important sense apocalyptic preoccupations of all kinds in the late
twentieth century are historically unique: they occur in the context of real, scientif-
ic possibilities of ultimate destruction.!! In the past various cultures assigned the
task of imagining the end of human history to mystics, artists, and psychotics. Before
the modern period, the very notion of an end time was in such vivid contrast with
the seeming certainties of daily life that only those with fertile (or disturbed) minds
could open themselves up to such endist notions. For the last few hundred years
those certainties have been increasingly eroded in the imperialistic expansion of the
West, the vast new powers of industrialization, and the deadliness of wars. The
nuclear age, however, brought about a qualitative shift in that process of altering
human consciousness of collective death. It is now quite obvious and real that the
human experiment could end. It is fatuous to pretend otherwise. We no longer need
poets to tell us it could end with a bang, or a whimper, or in the agony of AIDS.12
Consciousness of human endings haunts the psyches of quite ordinary people.13 The
psychological consequences are enormous. If once it took an act of imagination to
think about the end time, now it takes an act of imagination, or a numbing, not to
think about it. In such a world we all become end timers.

This general context heightens the immediacy of 2000 for literal Christians, just
as 2000 emanates to a variety of constantly changing forms. Heaven’s Gate, for
example, in southern California combined a belief in UFOs with elements of
Christian symbolism and a deep fascination with the year 2000. When the entire
group committed suicide just before Easter in the spring of 1997, each body was
meticulously covered with a purple shroud, suggesting, among other things, Lent.
The goup’s founders, Marshall Herff Applewhite and Bonnie Lu Nettles, originally
(in the 1970s) referred to themselves as “The Two” after the two witnesses “clothed
in sackcloth” in Revelation 11:3-14 who are slain by the Beast and then rise from
the dead. Such eclectic theologies typify cult movements.

Consider, as well, Aum Shinrikyo, the Japanese cult with aspirations to
Armageddon. The leader of Aum, Shoko Asahara, put together a theology of eso-
teric Buddhism that blended elements of yoga and Hinduism and symbols from
Christianity. At one time Asahara was thus a close student of the book of Revelation
and, as is so often the case with such involvements, he came to talk about
Armageddon in the year 2000. Later, the end was pushed ahead to 1997 for obscure
reasons and then hurried along by releasing sarin gas because of a fear the police
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were about to raid the Aum compound. Another example is David Koresh, who was
intensely apocalyptic in the early years of the decade leading up to 2000. In 1992
Koresh renamed the Mount Carmel compound near Waco, Texas, “Ranch
Apocalypse” and died in a fiery Armageddon that has since inspired much radical
millennialism in others.

Imagery of 2000 reaches deeply into extreme political movements. Timothy
McVeigh, the accused Oklahoma City bomber, was himself transformed psycholog-
ically by his pilgrimage to Waco during the standoff there between the Branch
Davidians and government officials. Later, he allegedly chose the anniversary of the
fire as the date on which he and others would bomb the federal building in
Oklahoma City. The far Right in America in general locates theological themes cen-
trally in its ideology. They talk loosely of ZOG (Zionist Occupied Government), for
example, which has its basis in the Christian Identity idea of Jews as the literal chil-
dren of Satan. They read the rapture differently from Pat Robertson. Identity move-
ments believe Jesus only returns in the middle of or after tribulation. It might seem
strange that so much passion could be wasted on such a seemingly obscure piece of
theology. But it makes much political and psychological sense. Followers of Identity
theology want to experience the violence of the end times directly. They want to
shoot it out with the beast of Revelation, to fight true evil with their Uzis.

But extremism and 2000 are not restricted to the Right. The greening of apoca-
lypse is upon us. Earth First! began among those passionately committed to saving
the environment. Few noted at first how dominated their rhetoric was by a kind of
phallic millennialism. The male-dominated leadership called themselves “warriors”
out to protect “mother earth” who needed to be saved by their martial tactics before
total destruction wiped out our future. And indeed Earth First! became the most
aggressive of all environmental groups in its fight with loggers and others whom
they saw as despoilers of the sacred ground of our being. The ends of preservation
came to justify the means of violence, and some were injured in tree-spiking and
other tactics. Politically, it was extreme; spiritually, it was a desperate effort to stave
off the end time and a hauntingly odd rendition of Revelation 11:18, that he
“shouldest destroy them which destroy the earth.”

Perhaps the most obvious and visible emanations of 2000 are in films. At times
the apocalyptic is treated in its literal religious context, as in The Seventh Sign or The
Rapture (too sexy a movie for believers and too biblical a one for the raunchy). In
most cases, however, Hollywood secularizes the end time story, while retaining
echoes of 2000. Twelve Monkeys, for example, dates human endings through an
environmental plague in the 1990s, whereas virtually every movie Arnold
Schwarzenegger has made in recent years either has a nuclear or a postnuclear
theme. Viruses have proved a potent end time theme (Ebola, Outbreak, The Hot
Zone). In literature as well, especially the novel, 2000 is everywhere. Among serious
writers Don DeLillo may be currently the most explicitly and brilliantly apocalyp-
tic, but he is hardly alone. The theme of collective endings is often mocked or
exploited in the novel, but it is seldom forgotten. How could it be otherwise?

In other words, 2000 reverberates with our deepest psychological dread. It
becomes a metaphor for collective death, an unseemly euphemism. Through it we
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speak in code, whereby one thing substitutes for something else and itself, irra-
tionally, at the same time. The year 2000, for example, deepens our fears of disease
and contamination and makes AIDS an end time plague. It is, of course, the end for
those who get it, but it becomes end time in the minds of the faithful and all others
open to such metaphors as the kind of plague that will ravage the land during the
tribulation. Even the trivial deepens in contemporary America, as shown by the cul-
ture’s recent preoccupation with the weather. Cable channels everywhere talk weath-
er twenty-four hours a day, and then people go to a theater to see a movie about it
(Twister). Many Americans are much better informed about the rain than about
world events. Behind such preoccupations lie the earthquakes of Matthew 24 that
mark the signs of the return of Jesus and the ecological devastation of Revelation. In
such a world of underlying dread, nothing is trivial.

And so somehow an introduction to a book about the end must itself end.
Concluding is the central dilemma for anything touching end time. That is why, as
an art form, autobiography, whether told by Benjamin Franklin or Colin Powell,
never reaches a satisfactory conclusion. Death, the only appropriate culmination of
a life, is yet to come. Francis Ford Coppola discovered this millennial coda when
filming Apocalypse Now. The only real end to the movie may have been the blight
brought to the corner of the Philippines where the movie was shot. Martin Sheen
showed up on the set in the midst of a nervous breakdown and was in fact dead
drunk in his opening scene; that night he had a heart attack and was hospitalized for
seven weeks. Coppola had to shoot around him, not knowing for sure whether
Sheen would die on him and the whole project would have to be abandoned. Marlon
Brando as Kurtz refused to adjust his limited time commitments to the movie,
despite the madness on the set. By the time shooting was under way Coppola gave
up the literal story line from “Heart of Darkness” and filmed several possible end-
ings while he still had Brando at hand. Costs spiraled out of control and chaos
reigned supreme. Like a great work of art, Apocalypse Now was never properly fin-
ished, just abandoned and later resurrected in the editing room.

The real question about 2000 is what follows. Will we go with a bang or a whim-
per? Will there be a human future?
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