The Texts of the Convivium

ARE CERTAIN CURRENTLY UNFULFILLED PROPHECIES 

IN THE BIBLE STILL VALID?

C O N T E N T S
1.  It seems that Jesus and the Jewish prophets in general saw their prophecies as being fulfilled a great deal before their actual fulfilment. 
2.  The prophet is very different from the fortune–teller or a simple clairvoyant. 
3.  It is very hard for a clairvoyant and a prophet to specify dates and time in the future.
4.  The prophecies of Nostradamus. 
5.  The prophecies in the Old Testament. 
6.  The eschatology of the New Testament. 
7.  Christ’s final return is a collective event. 
8.  The last events complete the creation. 
9.  No delay in their fulfilment can remove from the Bible’s prophecies the fundamental value that these have for us. 

1.   It seems that Jesus and the Jewish prophets 

      in general saw their prophecies 

      as being fulfilled a great deal before their actual fulfilment.  

In prophesising the universal resurrection and His own second coming on earth, Jesus was unable to specify when this event would take place, but everything leads one to think that He considered it as occurring in the near future. 

With regard to this lack of accuracy one might bear in mind the words Jesus Himself spoke at the end of what is known as the eschatological sermon: “But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father” (Mk 13, 32). 

And with regard to Jesus’ persuasion that His own return would take place over the next few years, or at the most within a few decades, I think that this idea is extremely clearly confirmed by the following statements. “Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place” (Mt 24, 34; Mk 13, 30; Lk 21, 32). 

“Truly I tell you, all this will come upon this generation” (Mt 23, 36). 

“Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom” (Mt 16, 28 and Lk 9, 27). 

This was a problem that at a certain moment concerned the Apostle John. When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, ‘Lord, what about him?’ ” Jesus’ answer is that: “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you? Follow me!”. The evangelist, in this case John himself, observes: “So the rumour spread in the community that this disciple would not die. Yet Jesus did not say to him that he would not die, but, ‘If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?’ ” (Jn 21, 21–23). 

And then: “When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next; for truly I tell you, you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes” (Mt 10, 23). 

The apostle Paul echoes these same reasons when for example in the first letter to the Corinthians (10, 11) he speaks of his own interlocutors as those “on whom the ends of the ages have come”. 

And earlier on in this same letter he has written (7, 29–31): “I mean, brothers and sisters, the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives be as though they had none, and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no possessions, and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it. For the present form of this world is passing away”. 

As far as Peter is concerned, he too in his first letter (4, 7) confirms that “the end of all things is near”. 

Years however went by without the announced events taking place. At this point Peter – or the author of the second letter attributed to him, whoever he may be – felt the need to specify: “The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3, 9). 

The author of this letter added: “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief…” (v. 10). 

One can however observe that, effectively, twenty centuries have gone by and we have seen no universal resurrection, nor are there any indications that allow us to see it as imminent. 

Is this a false prophecy? Not necessarily. This is what I will try and analyse to the extent that this is possible. 

Jesus’ prophecies have very special and unique characteristics. But Christian theology itself states that Jesus, although He is God, was incarnated with a human nature, assuming all that is human, became human in all ways with the exception of sin. This leads me to think that, so as to make correctly understood Jesus’ prophecies also in their inevitably human and psychological aspects, they must be compared to those presages or clairvoyance of the future by common human beings, by those men and women to whom gift of prophecy is however attributed. 

2.   The prophet is very different 

       from the fortune–teller 

       or a simple clairvoyant 

At this point it is appropriate to specify what the prophet’s role is precisely. The prophet is not so much a man predicting future events as such. He should not be confused with the fortune–teller. He is instead a man to whom God entrusts the mission of warning others that they should do their best so that certain positive events may take place and certain negative ones may instead be avoided. 

“Attention men”, says the divinely inspired prophet, “behave in a certain manner, and then everything will happen according to the divine plan, which wishes the best for all creatures. Avoid instead behaving in the other dissimilar manner that would only lead to evil and disasters”. 

In other words the prophet does not say at all that such a calamity is inevitable, but he indicates the correct behaviour to follow so as to avoid it. He furthermore suggests what ought to be done so that all goes well. 

There are two paths; the path of life and the path of death. This one leads humankind to ruin, while the first makes it possible to achieve a better quality of life, and perhaps also eternal, perfect and divine life. 

Strictly speaking it is not the prophet’s duty to anticipate and predict the future. Nonetheless, the tension of his spirit, entirely addressed at the future, ensures that his ability to perceive future events improves continuously. This is why the prophet, although not wishing to predict the future, or be a clairvoyant, ends up by becoming one. 

One must then distinguish any temporal future from the ultimate future. Knowing what will take place over time is one thing, knowing and telling human beings what there ultimate future will be, coinciding with the objective of their greatest achievement, with the perfection all we are human beings are destined to, is quite something else. 

By his very nature and specific capability, the clairvoyant can perceive more or less significant events in the temporal future. On many occasions the prophet may find himself doing the same; nonetheless he is above all and fundamentally called upon and inspired by God to point out to us human beings our ultimate future, to show us the final destination and how to arrive there, avoiding everything that may be a serious obstacle to this. 

3.   It is very hard for a clairvoyant and a prophet 

      to specify dates and time in the future 

Since the prophet is always also a little clairvoyant, one should ask the clairvoyants the question whether and to what extent they also predict dates. From the books by Ernesto Bozzano entitled Luci nel futuro, I fenomeni premonitori (Lights in future, Premonitory phenomena) and Guerre e profezie (Wars and prophecies), which contain a large number of cases concerning predictive phenomena, we can select events that I will summarise as follows. 

A woman under hypnosis made this prediction: a certain sick person would suffer a violently haemorrhage four days later, on the following Saturday at 5 p.m., and in spite of all treatment she would die six days later (Luci nel futuro, volume I, case 34). 

A lady dreamt that someone predicted that a few days later, on the 17th day of the month, another woman would have “left the institute” she was a guest in. Actually the woman suddenly and unforeseeably died on the 16th from scarlet fever and diphtheria and on the 17th, fearing infection, the body was removed to an external chapel (see case 48). 

In 1859 a medical student had a dream and all he could remember was a date: June 9th 1864. He had an unpleasant feeling, as if this had been a woeful prediction. He told his colleagues about this date and wrote it down in front of them under a coat rack. He then forgot all about it only to remember it again when his wife died exactly on that day (see case 58). 

From 1900 on a woman heard an inner voice predicting, in a more and more precise way, the death of her son at the age of eighteen years and nine months, and this was exactly what happened (see case 75). 

A female clairvoyant in a trance predicted in writing that a person who at the time was a little girl would die a tragic death a number of years later. She warned the parents that they ought to keep an eye on her and keep her indoors during the three moons that would come after January 14th 1907. However, during the aforementioned period the young woman was living elsewhere, in Paris, where she was killed by a female friend who was insanely jealous on the night between January 18th and 19th precisely of the year 1907 (see case 90). 

A thirty–year–old psychic started to hear an inner voice that from then on and for a decade repeated, every so many months, the words “When you turn forty”. During a mediumistic contact she asked for explanations, but the only answer she received was that she would have to be strong then and ready to face a serious event. In fact, on the morning of the third day after her birthday her husband died (Guerre e profezie, case 39). 

In 1884 the author and journalist Edgar Lee dreamt about a certain friend who invited him to go for a walk in the cemetery. There he saw a tomb destined to his friend, and on the inscription he managed to read the date “April 1877”. He also saw his own grave, with the year of his death semi–hidden by creepers, which might have been 1907 or 1909. His friend in fact did die on April 15th 1887 and Edgar Lee died on December 14th 1908 (see case 91). 

In the book entitled The future is now, The meaning of precognition Arthur Osborn mentions the case of a 76 year old man who died in 1916 after predicting, eight to ten days before his death, the day on which he would die (All Saints day) and, three days before dying also the very hour at which he would die, precisely at midnight (case 10). 

Another case described in this same book concerned a rather elderly man who in 1930, after feeling unwell, sent for his doctor as well as for a specialist. Their shared prognosis was that it would be unlikely that this patient would live for more than 24 hours. At this very moment his son had the very clear and extraordinary feeling that his father would live for another five years. In fact he died in 1935, almost exactly five years later (case 11). 

While buying a house, in 1954 a psychic had a premonition that a very serious disease would be associated to that house, a disease that would appear eighteen months later; and that was precisely what happened (see case 46). 

In 1939 a woman dreamt that her own deceased mother was telling her that an uncle of hers would die nine days later and that the Second World War that had just begun would last for six years: both predictions were extremely accurate (case 52). 

As Osborn reports, in his book Death and its mystery Camille Flammarion has stated that he had first hand knowledge of over one hundred cases involving precognition of death on specific dates. 

In these various cases the precognition includes the date of the event or at least the date within which the event would take place. But these are exceptions, while usually precognition is addressed at far more vague and uncertain future. 

Those that are presented as prophecies say very little that is certain with regard to the period in which they will take place, and there are certainly no specific dates. If the prophet should specify deadlines, he would usually be disclaimed. So, when a prophecy sooner or later comes true, this actual fulfilment will occur in a future that in terms of temporal deadlines remains unspecified and indeterminable.
4.   The prophecies of Nostradamus

Leaving aside the prophecies contained in the Bible or other holy books, one can see how many people agree in describing Nostradamus, in spite of the polyvalence and obscurity of his language, as the greatest clairvoyant of all times. 

In his own way, Michel de Notre Dame tried to provide some kind of rational form to the results of his own investigations, suitably using complicated astrological calculations still so fashionable during the 16th century and that he was expert at. 

Nonetheless, at the basis of everything he was driven by a powerful inspiration, which he tried to be receptive to placing himself in the most favourable conditions. “With his head crowned with laurel, wearing a ceremonial ring with a blue stone on his finger, enveloped in the slow–moving smoke from a magic plant burning in the uncertain shadows, seated on a brass tripod, Nostradamus awaited divine inspiration… This was a new Nostradamus, far more similar to a medium than the astrologer everyone had in mind”. This is a description that Paolo Cortesi, in Nostradamus, Le profezie (N., The prophecies) quoted from a letter by the prophet, and is similar to the one found in the introduction for his most famous prophetic work in verse entitle Centuries. 

Other authors attribute to the clairvoyant “magical and unfathomable perceptive capabilities” and describe him as “a character gifted with prophetic powers” and really “so ‘foreign’ to all rational interpretation” (Anonimous Authors, Nostradamus, Le predizioni – N., The predictions). 

I have mentioned Nostradamus to characterise, albeit briefly, what might be the human, psychological aspects of a great clairvoyant, one could say of an authentic prophet. 

Among the precognitions that came true one should remember this one: during a journey across Italy, the French clairvoyant found himself passing near Ancona and, having met a monk there, he experienced an irresistible impulse to kneel in front of him. The monk was Felice Peretti, the future Pope Sixtus V. On that occasion however, Nostradamus did not manage to specify the date of the election that in fact happened many years later. 

“This proves”, comments Luigi Cioffi, “how prophetic faculties lie beyond temporal limitations, precisely because they are of metempirical origin. On the other hand Nostradamus organised his Centuries ignoring chronology, and when he tried to specify the date of an event he had predicted he was not always right” (L. C., Nostradamus). 

In one of his Presages, he had a precise vision of his own death: of the place and the position in which his body would be found. Again Cioffi observes: “The prophet had seen, ten years earlier, extremely clearly, his own body abandoned in the sleep of death, between the bed and the bench, when returning from a task ordered by the king of France. The date predicted by the prophet did not however correspond to the real one, since Nostradamus died on July 2nd 1566, sixteen months before the day he had predicted [which was in November 1557]. This fact confirms the failure of some predictions that also include the precise date for certain events”. 

Here is another observation by the same author: “Great prophecies have always been generic compared to the time at which events were to take place and those interpreting them who thought differently were mistaken. Ruir for example, in his book entitled Les proches et derniers événements, had predicted an Arab invasion of Europe for the year 1973. This disastrous event unfortunately cannot be excluded in the years to come seeing recent events; it is however obvious that it is impossible to specify dates and modalities”.

5.   The prophecies in the Old Testament 

We have seen how rarely clairvoyance of the future is able to precisely specify dates and deadlines or even do so approximately. It may also happen that an event really predicted, a prophetic datum destined to really take place be set in a future much closer than the date at which it will take place. 

Jesus’ thoughts and teachings were so concentrated on the advent of the Kingdom of God, that all other subjects were left aside, to the extent of seeming irrelevant, to the extent of literally vanishing. It is therefore possible to understand how an intermediate period of possible predictions with regard to events considered irrelevant and even inexistent might end up by not being considered. In such a perspective, eliminating this intermediate future, the more distant future would almost become next to the present. This is what one might envisage as happening within Jesus’ prophetic consciousness. 

With regard to the prophets of the Old Testament, one can see that their most fundamental prophecy, concerning the purification of the people of Israel and its definite renaissance and triumph, is far from fulfilled. 

To start with, let us analyse these words spoken by Jeremiah (33, 7–9): “I will restore the fortunes of Judah and the fortunes of Israel, and rebuild them as they were at first. I will cleanse them from all the guilt of their sin against me, and I will forgive all the guilt of their sin and rebellion against me. And this city shall be to me a name of joy, a praise and a glory before all the nations of the earth who shall hear of all the good that I do for them…” 

All the tragedies experienced by the Jewish people derived from the fact that they turned their backs on their God. No longer drawing from that Source of grace, the chosen people lost the strength that had made it victorious and allowed it to conquer the Promised Land. It became the victim of its enemies while its people were dispersed mostly throughout Mesopotamia and then progressively in the entire Mediterranean world. 

The purification of the people “from all its iniquities” was powerfully expressed in two prophetic passages, one by Zachary and one by Malachi. 

Zachary says (13, 8–9): “In the whole land, says Yahweh, two–thirds shall be cut off and perish, and one–third shall be left alive. And I will put this third into the fire, refine them as one refines silver, and test them as gold is tested. They will call on my name, and I will answer them. I will say, ‘They are my people’; and they will say, ‘Yahweh is our God’ ”. 

And Malachi (3, 1–4) addresses the subject of purification, entrusting this to the Messiah who will come: “See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight – indeed, he is coming, says Yahweh of hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to Yahweh in righteousness. Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to Yahweh as in the days of old and as in former years”. 

Following and due to this purification enacted by God through His Messiah, the people of Israel would rediscover its best fortunes and enter an era of peace and prosperity, and full and definitive perfection and happiness. This would be the end of this people’s historical tribulations. It would be the end of all wars and conflicts, not only among human beings, but also among animals, among all God’s living creatures. It would also be the end of all religious deviations, since following the teachings of the Jews, everyone would convert to the true God, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

The prophet Micah announces (4, 1–3): “In the last days the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be raised up above the hills. Peoples shall stream to it, and many nations shall come and say: ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of Yahweh, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths’. 

“For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of Yahweh from Jerusalem. He shall judge between many peoples, and shall arbitrate between strong nations far away; they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more…”. 

Zechariah (8, 20–23) develops these same ideas: “Thus says Yahweh of hosts: ‘Peoples shall yet come, the inhabitants of many cities; the inhabitants of one city shall go to another, saying, ‘Come, let us go to entreat the favour of Yahweh, and to seek Yahweh of hosts; I myself am going. Many peoples and strong nations shall come to seek Yahweh of hosts in Jerusalem, and to entreat the favour of Yahweh’ ”. 

And continues: “Thus says Yahweh of hosts: ‘In those days ten men from nations of every language shall take hold of a Jew, grasping his garment and saying, Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you’ ”. (See Isa, ch. 60; Tob, ch. 13). 

Exalting and grand is the scenario that opens in front of the second Isaiah, in which the redemption of Israel is associated to the instauration of a more perfect human and universal life. This is – how could one describe it? – the triumph of good at all levels: “For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight. I will rejoice in Jerusalem, and delight in my people; no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, or the cry of distress. 

“No more shall there be in it an infant that lives but a few days, or an old person who does not live out a lifetime; for one who dies at a hundred years will be considered a youth, and one who falls short of a hundred will be considered accursed. 

“They shall build houses and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit. They shall not build and another inhabit; they shall not plant and another eat; for like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be, and my chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands. 

“They shall not labour in vain, or bear children for calamity; for they shall be offspring blessed by Yahweh – and their descendants as well. Before they call I will answer, while they are yet speaking I will hear. 

“The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox… They shall not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain, says Yahweh” (Isa 65, 17–25). 

The first Isaiah had already predicted the advent of such a condition that seems very similar to that of Earthly Paradise: “The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. The cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 

“They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of Yahweh as the waters cover the sea” (Isa 11, 6–9). 

One might wonder when the advent of such a radically new situation would take place. Leaving aside the battles between animal species that continue to be ruthless and cruel, let us consider Hebraism’s situation, which ever since the times of the prophets and until recently, never again experienced an authentic renaissance. Only after two thousand years did the Jewish People, during this century, manage to become once again organised in a solid and independent state. However the refounding of an ancient state in this new form still shows little that is identifiable, sic et simpliciter, with the fulfilment of the aforementioned prophecies. 

As far as Jerusalem is concerned, one certainly cannot state that it is nowadays a beacon of religious teachings that is really valid for all people. It has yes become the holy city, not only for Hebraism, but also for two other religions that ensure its continuation and development at a far more universal level, opening to all the peoples of the world; however there remain conflicts between the three religions preventing the implementation of shared initiatives in that sense. More than a magisterium, Jerusalem provides cause for scandal due to the continuing and implacable battles that fill the news in daily papers and television programs almost every day. 

As we have observed, one can forgive a prophecy its non–fulfilment on a given date, within the established period of time. Now, if that is the case, in purely logical terms it is not at all certain that a prophecy not yet fulfilled should be an argument for excluding that it will take place in the future. 

What is it basically that God promises in the Old Testament through the words of His prophets? He promises that one day He will be reconciled with His people, He will purify it from all evil and tendency to evil and thereby put it in a position to progress towards the fullness of life, of every spiritual goodness as well as material and worldly. 

A perfect life as imagined by the ancient Jews was restricted to earthly existence and already had its paradigm in the representation of earthly paradise. The Christian revelation perceives perfection in far more spiritual terms. Basically it envisages this as consisting in the contemplation of God. This is undoubtedly an immense step forward. 

Here too perfect life is however an incarnate existence: a perfection in which the whole of the human being participates, body and soul, at every level, in the fullness of its own humanity. At the final moment, concluding the entire human and cosmic evolution, what the soul will be covered with will no longer of course be a restricted body with all its ailments, a real prison for the spirit, but rather the opposite, a transformed body, made into the perfect vehicle for the highest spirituality. 

As we have seen, Micah (4, 1) mentions “the last days” and centuries after the Second Isaiah announces the creation of “new heavens and a new earth” (Isa 65, 17). Whether this is a final and conclusive cosmic transformation, hence a strictly eschatological event seems rather veiled in the Old Testament, while in the New Testament it is expressed more clearly and explicitly. 

Ezekiel (in chapter 37) has a vision of a large field of many bones that recompose themselves and become covered with nerves, flesh and skin becoming a multitude of real living women and men. In expressing the concept of the resurrection of the people of Jude and Israel in earthly terms that are also political, this vision is already an expression of final universal resurrection. 

Referring to the prophecies of the Holy Scriptures, and those by Nostradamus, Arthur Osborn observes that a long–term prophecy tends to express itself in symbolic forms. If this is how things stand, why not consider the same more earthly descriptions in the Old Testament as the symbol of those final events that the New Testament prophecies express with images that are far less linked to our ordinary life here on earth? 

6.   The eschatology of the New Testament 
It is a good idea at this point to revisit certain representations in the New Testament concerning last events. From the first letter to the Thessalonians (4, 15–17): “We who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died. For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever”.

The second letter to the Thessalonians (1, 7–8 and 10) provides us with an image of the Lord Jesus who “is revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus”. He will come “to be glorified in his saints and to be marvelled at on that day in all who have believed, because our testimony to you was believed”. 

From the first letter to the Corinthians (15, 22–28): “…All will be made alive in Christ. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ. Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death… When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all”. 

Another passage (vv. 51–53) in this same chapter helps our mind with just a few words to complete the grandiose fresco of universal resurrection: “We will not all die, but we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable body must put on imperishability, and this mortal body must put on immortality”. 

Here too there emerges a marked distinction between what John’s gospel (5, 29) calls a “resurrection of life” and a “resurrection of condemnation”. The “condemnation” of the evil is already clearly predicted in the words spoken by Christ. 

Jesus paints a terrible picture of the signs preannouncing His return to earth: it will be “the desolating sacrilege standing in the holy place, as was spoken of by the prophet Daniel (let the reader understand)” (Mt 24, 15); and “immediately after the suffering of those days the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of heaven will be shaken. Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory. And he will send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other” (vv. 29–31).

Now, “when the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left... And these will go away into eternal punishment [hence as said previously, v. 41: “into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels”] while “the righteous into eternal life” will go (Mt 25, 31–46). 

These words certainly sound harsh. One might well wonder with great intensity: Why not perceive this terrible inextinguishable fire as a purifying flame similar to the one mentioned by the prophets? Is such an interpretation perhaps not better in agreement, as stated in the Gospel, with the idea of God’s infinite mercy, His infinite love for his creatures, even the most corrupted? One should read again the parables of the lost sheep, of the mislaid dram and the prodigal son; even the seventy times seven times we are ordered to forgive should be sufficient (Mt 18, 21; Lk, ch. 16; 17, 3–4). 

I also ask myself: Would not those excluded from the Kingdom of God – and even worse, in a terrible state suffering atrocious infernal punishments – and even only one creature invalidate the entire creation? Would this not mean the failure of the entire creative work? 

It seems right to me to come to the conclusion that in this context of universal resurrection what must take place is that purification of humankind that the prophecies in the Old Testament already suggest, albeit within a perspective restricted by the rather exclusivist concern the Jews had for the destiny of their own people. The fire in which those cooperating with Christ (His “holy angels”) will throw evil people will cause them a great deal of suffering, having to burn away all remains of sin and any negative tendency that is deeply–rooted, but would however remain addressed at their purification, hence at their rehabilitation, never simply punishment as an end unto itself. 

In such a perspective the last events would be the crowning of that evolution of the cosmos that continues and ends with the history of humankind. 

Christ’s return on earth, the final encounter of the dead with those still alive in this world, the great purification, the sanctification of humanity and its acceptance in God’s eternal kingdom, would therefore be the crowning of the entire creative process. 

7.   Christ’s final return is a collective event

One can find descriptions of these last events in the book of Revelation. What follows concerns the final judgment: “Then I saw thrones, and also the souls of those who had been beheaded for their testimony to Jesus and for the word of God… They seated on the thrones and were given authority to judge, and  reigned with him a thousand years” (Rev 20, 4). 

Skipping an intermediate passage, let us resume our reading of this chapter: “Then I saw a great white throne and the one who sat on it; the earth and the heaven fled from his presence, and no place was found for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Also another book was opened, the book of life. And the dead were judged according to their works, as recorded in the books. And the sea gave up the dead that were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and all were judged according to what they had done. Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire; and anyone whose name was not found written in the book of life was thrown into the lake of fire” (vv. 11–15). 

As one can see, even the martyrs of the faith help Christ to judge the world. These men and – of course – these women who return to earth from another dimension to accompany and help Jesus belong to those who are usually known as His “angels” (Mt 24, 31; 25, 21; Mk 8, 38; 13, 27; Lk 9, 26). 

They may be angels known as such due to their nature that is different from that of human beings, but also human beings called “angels” for their exquisitely angelic functions in announcing God and being his vehicles. 

As one can see, Jesus is not the only judge, but He is helped by others. One can bear in mind the promise that Jesus made to the apostles: “Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man is seated on the throne of his glory, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Mt 19, 28). One can also bear in mind the twenty–four elders of the Revelation (4, 4) crowned with gold, seated on thrones surrounding God’s throne. 

The apostle Paul says that “the saints will judge the world” (1 Cor 6, 2). He describes Christians as the “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ” (Rom 8, 17). He says that they come from God: “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the eldest of many brothers” (Rom 8, 29). Each is a member of the Body of Christ and must take nourishment from Him to grow in every sense within Him to achieve His stature and for ever better participate on the fullness of divinity (2 Cor 3, 18; Phil 3, 20–21; Col 2, 1–3; 2, 9–10; 2, 19; 3, 4; Eph 1, 22–23; 2, 21; 3, 14–19; 4, 11–16; see also 2 Pet 1, 2–4). 

In John’s Gospel, at the end of the Last Supper with the apostles, Jesus says to the divine Father: “I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us… The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know that you… have loved them even as you have loved me” (Jn 17, 20–23). 

These words can be interpreted in a weaker sense, as in inviting Christians of all denominations to unite in one single Church (Ut unum sint has in this sense become the motto for current ecumenism); however, they can also be interpreted in a stronger sense, such as the one taking shape in this discussion. The stronger sense is that we are called by Christ to grow within Him until we become one with Him, and within Him, with all our human brothers, just as He is one with the Father. 

Support for this “strong” interpretation seems to be provided by the conclusive words that the “Son of Man” addressed, in the Apocalypse, to the Church of Laodicea: “Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me. To the one who conquers I will give a place with me on my throne, just as I myself conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne” (Rev 3, 20–21). 

Jesus’ final manifestation coincides with that “revealing of the children of God” that the entire creation anxiously awaits, and suffers from childbearing pains, as written in the Letter from Paul to the Romans (8, 19–22). Since according to the aforementioned quotations, the destiny of each human being is to grow within Christ, it is reasonable to envisage that, at the end of time, the souls of paradise will all have achieved the highest point within Christ, until they reach His own stature (this is a concept well expressed in particular in the Letter to the Ephesians, 4, 11–16). 
Therefore the final manifestation of God’s children could eventually be perceived as the grandiose intervention of an immense multitude of equals, who have evolved all together, thanks to Christ, achieving the highest and most sublime peak of spiritual perfection.

The collective characteristic of this final manifestation is confirmed in the text of the Revelation (21, 2 and 10–11) in the image of the “holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” having “the glory of God”. 

It is well worth completing all that the visions of John the evangelist reveal to us with regard to the last events of the world and the final state of sanctified humankind: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth”, confides the apostle, “for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more… And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away’ ”(Rev 21, 1–4).

The author of the Revelation lingers on the description of the city that is filled with symbolic elements. One should in particular take note of his last words: “I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it. Its gates will never be shut by day, and there will be no night there. People will bring into it the glory and the honour of the nations. But nothing unclean will enter it, nor anyone who practices abomination or falsehood, but only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life” (vv. 22–27). 

John also says that he saw “the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. Nothing accursed will be found there any more. But the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him; they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. And there will be no more night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever” (22, 1–5). 

8.   The last events complete the creation 

As one can observe, in its own way the Revelation follows the subjects dear to the prophets of the Old Testament previously mentioned, transferring these from a context that is still earthly and political to one that is more specifically eschatological, a real “end of time”. 

One can however state that both the vision seen by Ezekiel, and those seen by Micah, Jeremiah, Zechariah, Malachi, the First and the Second Isaiah, are all in different ways symbolic. In these the final events are not so much expressed with many details, but rather mentioned as their fundamental meaning. And one could add that basically what is predicted is the perfecting and glorious fulfilment of the creation. 

At this point a dual question is posed: is humankind’s history, and with it cosmic evolution, really tending towards a final objective of full and never–ending perfection and happiness? And is there really a God who destines us to all this? It would be really comforting and exalting for us human beings if we were sure of this.

 But this is precisely what is at the heart of the Christian announcement: an Omnipotent God who loves us infinitely and gives without restrictions to we who are His creatures; He gives us His own perfection. The Christian announcement is one with His prophecy with regard to what will happen at the end of time. 

Eschatology tells us about how the creative process will be completed. It is improper to say that God “created” the world during a past and already concluded moment. The creation is a process that continues through the succession of cosmic and historical eras, addressed at an objective of final perfecting fulfilment. 

To a more limited extent, that from Abraham’s Jews onwards is the history of a people created by God for a special mission. And it is, one could say, “creation from nothing”. Abraham and Sarah were too old to have a child, but they had Isaac, and from him came a progeny more numerous than the stars in the sky, thanks only to divine grace, thanks to a miraculous intervention from the Divinity: a figure this of the entire universe that is equally created ex nihilo. 

So God continues to create the people of Israel saving them from Egyptian slavery and innumerable dangers and leading it to the Promised Land and allowing it to be victorious over its enemies and bestowing on it every prosperity. 

Man cooperates with God in the creation and is its administrator; hence the people of Israel cooperates in its own creation entrusting itself to God and adhering to Him with loyalty, not only, but also operating as actively as possible in all sectors of its competence, within the framework of all those one might describe as humanist activities. 

The final events announced by the prophets in the Old Testament concern – one might say – the fulfilment of the creation of the Jewish people: the completion of that creative work through which, gradually, the Jewish people were made to exist and finally achieve their highest and perfect expression. 

The religiosity of the Jews was concentrated on the aspirations and events and the very special destiny of that people, while a far more restricted attention is that is paid to humankind as such and the creation in its ensemble. 

And yet the God of Israel is the same Creator of heaven and earth. At least a little attention for the totality of humankind and the creation is due. This broadening of the perspective that in the Old Testament remains potential is fully achieved in the New Testament. 

Here what is mentioned is no longer so much the perfecting fulfilment of the creation of the people of Israel, but rather the fulfilment of the creation of the universe. 

This fulfilment is the resurrection; in which even the disincarnate souls discover something that really completes them in the recovering of their corporeity. 

In a correct theological perspective, the universal resurrection and Christ’s return to earth, accompanied and helped by all his angels and saints, is a final event that can be reasonably expected, if wishing to provide the entire process of the creation of the universe and human history an absolute meaning: the meaning therefore that is of something that tends towards a final objective of full, irreversible and eternal perfection. 

9.    No delay in their fulfilment 

        can remove from the Bible’s prophecies 

        the fundamental value that these have for us 

Hence one comes to a second conclusion: that fact that Christ Himself saw the final events as far closer does not invalidate at all the substance of His prophecy for us in its true sense: what provides the prophecy with its real meaning for us, for the history of the cosmos and the whole of humankind and for the existence of each of us. 

As one can remember, to the disappointment of those who complained that the final events had been awaited for too long, the apostle Peter (or in any case the author of the second letter attributed to him) answered: “The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance” (2 Pet 3, 9). 

To this reason that in more strictly evangelical terms seems extremely valid, one can add another one, that is linked I would say not so much to what the Gospel says explicitly, but rather to what it certainly implies. 

God provides humankind with a final objective of perfection, which for them consists in becoming like God Himself. Certainly not following the path that the Serpent suggested to Eve and therefore to Adam: this is not a question of “becoming like God” (Gen 3, 5) through an autonomous, inadequate and laughable initiative, condemned to failure from the very beginning; it consists instead in imitating Him until one becomes like Him thanks to the initiative of God Himself and with His help. 

Now God is not only the Saint par excellence, but also He is All–knowing, Omnipotent, and the Supreme Artist of the creation. Hence one imitates God not only through religious and mystical life, but also following the paths of humanism. These are the sciences and all forms of knowledge; these are the technologies and the techniques, also psychic, direct and overall addressed at allow human beings to achieve full power over themselves and over things; these are all forms of artistic creativity; and finally they are all social, economic and political initiatives addressed at organising in a more fair, valid and correct manner associative life and common work. 

Humanism, progress, civilisation, regnum hominis are certainly synonyms, all together addressed at describing the work of humankind: that autonomous action of humankind certainly cooperating in the creation of God’s Kingdom. 

For human beings this means not only deserving paradise to at last receive it as an award, but to cooperate in creating it. In this sense God needs human beings, because the Kingdom of God is completed in the Kingdom of man. 

Hence the universal resurrection becomes possible on two conditions, each necessary. The first is that in the other dimension the deceased have all grown in sanctity until they achieve the same stature as Christ. 

This is a well–known important Pauline concept. That energy that must sanctify the earth burning every remaining element of sin and setting these on fire with divine love, Christ’s purifying work will reach its highest level when supported and increased to the highest expression by that of all His saints, all grown within Him until they have become equal to Him. 

The second condition is that in the meantime in this earthly dimension the living should give humanism, the science, the arts, technologies, economy, sociality, civilisation and the regnum hominis that development that, always with divine help, allows all this to reach its highest expression. 

It is only at this point that it is reasonable to expect the fulfilment of those prophecies, that provide our lives with an absolute perspective and full meaning beyond all objectives we human beings may pose for ourselves. 
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