
Kondenar   107

If Jeremiah Is Going to Stay, He 
Needs to Change His Tone:

Reframing Apocalyptic Discourse

!"#$%&'%(")*&($&'%"+

Coming soon to a neighborhood near you, the main event that is the 
end of the world has truly become an immanent presence in our 

modern lives. As calamities go, we have been promised quite the show, 
and this in spite of the fact that its approach is being heralded by some 
in a fastidiously mundane fashion—very much unlike the biblical prophet 
Jerimiah (from whom the term jeremiad derives its namesake), who 
vehemently warned his fellow citizens that their sins would invoke the wrath 
of God and assuredly lead to their destruction. Not to be confused with 
imminent, immanence refers to something that permanently dwells within 
us, remaining there, while being utterly and without qualification knowable 
to us as human beings. We blithely regale each other with narratives 
of our own collapse and extinction to such a degree that many of these 
tales have become ossified into inflexible fatalistic beliefs. Though usually 
reserved for more theistic venues, the immanence of the apocalypse has 
found new purchase in the hearts and minds of the masses. This uptick 
in a more secular fascination with our perhaps untimely end comes as 
no great surprise to some. In fact, “Today, about 41 percent of Americans 
believe that Jesus will either ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ return by 2050, and 
comparable numbers of Muslims expect the world to end in their lifetimes.”1 
While these numbers are stunning, prophecy is no longer relegated to the 



before we can contend with whatever potential admonitions our fearsome 
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conflagration. The causes of these things are complex. Apocalyptic rhetoric 
makes them easier to understand.”4 For Machiavelli, the use of apocalyptic 
rhetoric was a radical departure from an often measured and rules-based 
analytical style of events, and, in McQueen’s estimation, he only resorted to 
it due to an apparent failure to render the course of those events intelligible 
under a more conventional framework.

While McQueen chooses to recognize the correlation between 
turbulent historical events and the pursuant proliferation of apocalyptic 
rhetoric, she ultimately characterizes it as a dangerous tool, only 
begrudgingly used in order to help people who are seeking to understand 
these threats. However, professor of English and South African Studies 
Michael Titlestad elucidates on a slightly more ignoble motivation. In  
“The Logic of Apocalypse: A Clerical Rejoinder,” he concludes that “The 



being conducted in multiple scientific disciplines to back up this statement. 
One of the works Yuhas uses is by University of Minnesota neuroscientist 
Shmuel Lissek’s work on the human fear system. Lissek links our “moth to 
the flame” type behavior—in response to doomsday proclamations—to an 
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experience for ourselves, is that the salience of an issue is often directly 
proportional to its degree of palpability to the human senses.11 Regrettably, 
we have to ask the question if there could ever be a more poignant irony 
than the calm and indifferent way we maintain the status quo in the face 
of certain death? Johnson and Levin are certainly not surprised. They 
surmise that, despite the outward appearance of a mercurial nature, we 
are, in actuality, hardwired to respond only to immediate threats that we can 
see, smell, hear, or touch—and therefore understand.

While enhanced understanding, enjoyment, and psychological 
wellbeing do seem to share a positive correlation to the profligate use of 
apocalyptic rhetoric, and while this may seem puzzling to most, according 
to professor of religion Lorenzo DiTommaso, this is actually a very 
commonplace contradiction that occurs when people internalize conflicting 
beliefs.12 DiTommaso, who has been researching groups of doomsday 
believers for his book, !0-+ 4*605'-6'2*-+ ")+ 4:"6$3%:'565/7, asserts that 
“problems have become so big, with no solutions in sight, that we no 
longer see ourselves able as human beings to solve these problems.”13 
DiTammaso contends that it is precisely this unmanageable complexity and 
inscrutability of the world’s problems the uniting factor among the radically 
disparate groups that he studies. Identifying these practically universal 
and difficult-to-reconcile beliefs, DiTommaso states, “the first [belief] is that 
there is something dreadfully wrong with the world of human existence 
today. On the other hand, there is a sense that there is a higher good 
or some purpose for existence, a hope for a better future.”14 Like Yuhas, 
DiTammaso believes that a certain degree of personal comfort can be 
achieved when anticipating a cosmic correction of biblical proportions—
essentially just wiping the slate clean. This type of apocalyptic discourse 
identified by professor of communication Michael Salvador as a “flood myth.” 
He estimates that this “largely undermines contemporary environmental 
discourse that attempts to generate public activism in addressing ecological 
problems, by replacing an emphasis on human efficacy with symbolic 



prospect of imminent destruction.”16 This common thread, or what Author 
Phil Torres calls the “clash of eschatologies,” sinuously wends its way 
throughout our entire past; he believes that these disagreements about 
our collective fate has essentially served as the grist for the dialectical mill 
which has nourished every major conflict to date.17 In other words, we can 
all agree that humans will someday soon cease to exist, but, unfortunately, 
we forestall any lamentation of that fact in favor of spirited debate about 
just how it will occur.

Being unable to agree on what should be the correct ending to our 
story is not the only complication surrounding the use of language imbued 
with catastrophism. Titlestad argues that Doomsaying has transcended 
the literalists domain and is now an immanent presence. What this 
means is that instead of being an eventuality that is merely close at 
hand, apocalypse has literally become a part of who we are and how we 
make decisions. Titlestad claims that “we use these ends to make sense 
of the present. We project catastrophic conclusions, or read any signs 
of prospective collapse as metonyms in order to regulate or ignore the 
quotidian (with its complexities of agency, complicity of victims, inscrutable 
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villainous intent on others—due mostly to an entities’ $+:*5"*5 need of a 
place to further exploit—when he states, “If our extinction proceeds slowly 
enough to allow a moment of horrified realization, the doers of the deed will 
likely be quite taken aback when realizing that they have actually destroyed 
the world. Therefore, I suggest that if the Earth is destroyed, it will probably 
be by mistake.”20 The implication enshrined in Yudkowsky’s assertion is 
that, while most people think that methodologies for expert elicitation, 
reasonably conducted, will ineluctably arrive at some shared objective truth, 
and that institutions and individuals will act on rational decisions rooted 
in factual and scientifically credible information, Yudkowsky would argue, 
that the reality is faulty heuristics and bias. These biases will invariably 
intrude on our thinking at all levels of decision making—anywhere from 
where to get our morning coffee to the potential mass extinction of the 
human race. Johnson and Levin also address these psychological pitfalls 
when they point to the systemic deviations from rational choice theory that 
we see played out on a daily basis. Where rational choice theory assumes 
that entities will objectively weigh a broad selection of options and pick 
the best one, what often happens in the case of climate change is that 
maladaptive behaviors, “well established and widely replicated phenomena 
that are exhibited by mentally healthy adults,” lead people “to downplay the 
probability and danger of environmental change, and their role in it, while 
increasing their perceived incentives to maintain the status quo, and to 
blame problems on others.”21 In fact, when faced with a dizzyingly complex, 
and disconcertingly fluid, cognitive problem such as climate change, 
Johnson and Levin assert that “while such biases may have been adaptive 
heuristics that promoted survival and reproduction in the Pleistocene 
environment of our evolutionary past, in today’s world of technological 
sophistication, industrial power and mass societies, psychological biases 
can lead to disasters on an unprecedented scale.”22

One of the most salient and endemic of our faulty heuristics, that 



paradoxically, when parties have an extensive knowledge of logical flaws, 
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expert management and administration.” Further, “in its insistence that the 
future human society must be guided by [the science of] climate change, 
it perforce closes off any space for democratic debate or disagreement.”27 
This facts-only approach wholly neglects our social and psychological 
needs. While economists, politicians, and those in the natural sciences 
may be loath to relinquish this intentionally (possibly disingenuous) 
dispassionate approach, the time has come for policy makers to willfully 
look beyond the data and holistically embrace the prospective solutions.

 So, what else lies on the horizon besides our imminent doom? In the 
words of Keller, “There is no getting out of it. Apocalypse is part of the cultural 
atmosphere we breathe—thus climate and text heat up together.” What we 
have found is, much like what Foust and Murphy discovered in their critical 
analysis of US elite and popular press coverage of global warming, where 
apocalyptic rhetoric overwhelmingly maintained a presence throughout the 
selections.28 Also, in the words of Keller, “since we cannot erase the texts, 
we must not leave its interpretation in the hands of fundamentalists.”29 




