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Hurricane Irene devastated parts of the northeast, and it’s only the beginning of hurricane season. Texas and mid-America are suffering from one of the worst droughts in the past century. Tornadoes ravaged numerous states and killed many people earlier this year. Tumultuous flooding overflowed not only during this past hurricane, but especially months ago down along the Mississippi River. An earthquake recently shook up Washington DC, and all of this is only in America this year. And what about the earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster in Japan? Or the horrible famine in Somalia and other parts of Africa? There are food shortages, wars, violence and other crises caused sometimes by human sinfulness, and other times by natural disaster.
Of course, for many of these catastrophic natural disasters, they make the headline news for a few days or weeks, and then we forget about them. The victims, though, suffer consequences which affect their lives for years and years to come – just ask those who suffered from the earthquake in Haiti, or Hurricane Katrina, or the tsunami of 2004 and the list could go on.
People wonder whether there are more natural disasters occurring now than in past times? Do these catastrophes and calamities point to a sign of something apocalyptic? I meet people who ask me, “Father, are these signs of the end times? Is the world coming to a close? How are we to understand these disasters?”
Well, let us look first at what our Lord Jesus concretely said about the end of the world. When his disciples asked him, “What will be the sign of Your coming and the end of the age?” Christ responded, “You will hear of wars and rumors of wars… there will be famines, pestilences, and earthquakes … There will be fearful sights and great signs from heaven… Many false prophets will rise up and deceive many… the love of people will grow cold… as lightning flashes from the east to the west, so also will the coming of the Son of Man be… Of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, but My Father only… Watch therefore …Take heed to yourselves, lest your hearts be weighed down with carousing, drunkenness, and cares of this life, and that Day come on you unexpectedly… for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.”  (Matthew 24; Luke 21) So our Lord does mention famines, earthquakes, wars and natural calamities! 
St. Paul warns this way, “In the last days perilous times will come. For people will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, unloving, unforgiving, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of good, headstrong, haughty, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, having a form of godliness but denying its power.” (2 Tim 3:1-5) That description could very well sum up our contemporary society. Yet does that mean the end is upon us? Should we worry?

Well, yes and no! Yes, we should seriously reflect upon the natural disasters and chaotic signs of our times and use each disaster as a wake-up call, as a reminder that the world we live in is a temporary place. Life here on earth is quite fragile and brief. Whether an unexpected natural disaster takes our life, as Hurricane Irene did for more than 40 people, or the 2004 Tsunami in Asia did for more than 270,000 people, we should pause and heed the warning. This doesn’t necessarily mean the end of the world is here. Yet, unexpected death can come at any time through some unforeseen natural disaster, some freak accident, or some other unanticipated way.
The central question shouldn’t be, “Is the end here?” but rather “Are we ready? Are we prepared to face our Creator if my end comes right now?”
When someone asks me, “Is the end of the world upon us?” I sometimes surprise them and say, “Yes! Get ready!” By that, I don’t want to imply that the apocalypse is upon us. It may come today or tomorrow; it may come in another thousand or million years. That is for God alone to know. Our Lord did, however, warn us to wake us, get ready, and be prepared, for our own end is coming soon enough! As lightning flashes in the sky, so will the second coming of Christ come for you and me. Unfortunately, He also clearly warned us that despite all these warnings, many people still won’t be prepared! He will surprise too many by coming at what they consider an unexpected hour!

Revelation, the last book of the Bible which offers a word of encouragement from Christ to His followers who felt that the end of the world was upon them, has this to say, “In those days people will seek death and not find it; they will desire to die, and death will flee from them… But humankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands, that they should not worship demons, and idols of gold and  silver … And they did not repent of their murders or their sorceries or their sexual immorality or their thievery.” (Revelation 9:6,20-21)

The ultimate question we all should reflect upon isn’t whether the natural disasters and wars and troubles we read about in the news are signs of the end of the world. The crucial question is how will these natural disasters and wars and troubles lead us to change our lives? Will they lead us to a deeper repentance and turning to God? Will they even affect our lives in any visible manner?
In the midst of some hurricane or earthquake or tsunami or war or famine, we raise a question. Yet if we are not directly affected by the disaster, we too quickly forget about it. We innocuously ask, “Are these signs of the end?” but don’t sincerely seek any authentic answers. We simply ask the questions, and then go on living as we have always lived.

What Christ revealed in the Revelation was that those who survived the horrible plagues and disasters DID NOT REPENT! They received warnings, yet their lives didn’t change, and they didn’t turn more to God and focus on what is eternal. The temporary and superficial affairs of their lives quickly swallowed them up once again!

Is that how we will respond to this latest natural disaster? If we are still without electricity, as some in Connecticut still are, or if the inconveniences of Hurricane Irene continue to linger in our lives in some way, stop and reflect upon the deeper reality of disaster and death. Will we change our lives, turn more to God, strive to allow His Spirit to dwell richly within us and guide us each and every day. If we live this life of continual repentance and seeking after God, than we will hear Christ say as He did in the last two chapters of Revelation, “I will wipe away every tear from your eyes; there shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no more pain, for the former things have passed away… Behold, I make all things new… I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. I will give the water of life freely to everyone who thirsts. He who overcomes shall inherit all things, and I will be their God and they shall be my children.” (Rev 21:4-7)
