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A few weeks ago I managed to catch Terminator III at the movies. I'm not sure how many of you have seen it. I expect if you are a Terminator fan then you will have. You either like this sort of film or you don't - Arnold Schwarzenegger at his best. It made him famous - in the original terminator Arnie had apparently 12 lines; that was it. Basically he was a very advanced robot sent back from the future to terminate the good guys. All Arnie had to be was tough, terrifying and emotionless. The former wrestling champion could rise to the occasion - and it launched a career. 

Now about 2 decades later, the third instalment of the movie hit the big screens. Terminator 3 - trilogies these days are a movie makers dream - it keeps the money rolling. In the third film there is really not much plot at all, Arnie is now pushing about 80 - but he does it all again, and once again he is tough, terrifying and emotionless. He wears black sunglasses just to really drive home the fact that he is a tough guy. If you have never seen any of the films and wondered what it was all about - basically it was one of those end of the world sort of films. 

It's apocalyptic - looking towards the end times.

The reason I mention it is because it is in this sort of category that most people put the last 7 chapters of Daniel. Chapter 7 through 14 are widely regarded as apocalyptic writing - they speak about the end times, and in these chapters we find images, which are supernatural, terrifying, and often quite bizarre. For example it speaks of a beast that looks like a leopard, which has four wings on its back and four heads - that's one pretty weird looking leopard. In the chapter Rosemary read there is a beast with large iron teeth. Daniel sees weird and amazing things in his vision, things normally reserved for supernatural films and fairy tales. 

However there is a good deal more to Daniels visions then just strange creatures and predictions about how and when the world will come to an end. The image of four beasts described in Daniel actually each symbolise one of the four Kingdoms that existed between the period of 6th century BC and 2nd century BC. Far from being loopy and bizarre Daniel's visions are actually very much grounded in reality - grounded in actual history. The four kingdoms referred to are in the Babylonian, the Persian, the Mede and the Greek Empires. These Kingdoms were pointed to first of all in Chapter 2 of Daniel. 

You remember Daniel interpreted King Nebuchadnezzar's dream when no one else could and saw a statute of Gold, Silver, Bronze and Iron - demonstrating the decline of the four Kingdoms. Now Daniel refers to them again thought this time as beasts. So Why? Why is Daniel so fixated on the four Kingdoms? Why was he having weird visions about them and why did he want to tell people about them - I mean normally you are meant to keep your bizarre dreams to yourself.

Well there are three reasons why Daniel wanted to share his dreams with the people - at least there are three reasons that I would like us to focus on this morning. 

The first reason is that Daniel believed that people were moving away from the truth of the past. When you look at the territory conquered under each of the four Kingdoms it may seem strange that Daniel predicted that these Kingdoms would decline - geographically they actually got much bigger - and the last the Greek empire under Alexander the Great was the biggest of all.

Daniel believed that they would get weaker and the reason was because these Kingdoms represented to Daniel a move further and further away from a time when the people of Israel where a people who trusted in God, a tribal people on the move, trying to do God's work. As these Kingdoms got grander and grander people lost touch with what life was truly about. They got caught up in success or wealth and forgot about caring for the world or caring for each other. Each Kingdom represented a move further away from where Daniel believed the people should be. 

Daniel wanted people to realise that you could have all the riches in the world but if you did not have the love of God- well as Paul said you were a clanging symbol or a noisy gong. Daniel shared his dreams because he wanted people, he wanted us - to return to the God of our parents, the God of our childhood - the God whom we trusted once upon a time and were faithful to.

The second reason for Daniel's vision was that he wanted to shed light on what was truly permanent. The passing of the four Kingdoms also symbolised that everything in life comes and goes, even youth. 

I love that Bob Dylan song forever young that the guys sang just before - Dylan speaks about youth as if it's a state of mind - we can be forever young even at 28 - even at 78. But you do change, and nature and physics demand that nothing is permanent forever. Everything has a season, everything that is except for God. 

And Daniel in his vision gives God the name the Ancient of Days - It is the Ancient of Days who sits upon the heavenly throne. A wonderful name of God, for the one who is indeed forever young. By speaking of the ancient of days, Daniel is saying to us if you want a lasting focus in life, turn your eyes upon God, the Ancient of days - the one older than time, present from the very beginning.. 

Daniel directs our attention to the only thing in life that is truly permanent, so that we would know that God, the Ancient of Days, unlike everything is utterly dependable. God was there in the beginning, God will be there in the end, and it makes so much more sense to store our treasures with the Ancient of Days.

The third reason for Daniels vision was that he wanted people to ground their lives in what was true. People have always had the potential to distort reality. We can talk ourselves in and out of anything, and often we lose sight of what is true and what is not.

I heard on the radio last week that apparently in California - where Arnold Schwarzenegger is now running for Governor, they have banned all his films - especially the Terminator ones, and the reason they gave is because they believe that his hero status in these films might give him an unfair advantage - as if people can't tell the different between what is real and what is fiction. Classic - only in Hollywood.

Daniel wanted people to ground their lives in what is true and for Daniel what was most true was that God would one day send a Messiah to save people from themselves, to save people from living in some pale form of reality where they were overwhelmed by life or where they felt completely out of hope.

Daniel called this Messiah the Son of Man. In his vision the Son of Man comes on the clouds of heaven. The Son of Man approaches God, the Ancient of Days and is lead into his presence, and then in the presence of God, the Son of Man is given authority and glory and sovereign power. 

He is told that all people, all nations and men and women of every language would come to know him, and his dominion would be everlasting, his kingdom would not pass away and neither could it ever be destroyed. It was an incredible vision.

The true significance of this vision comes crashing home of course when we read it in the context of the New Testament. I'm sure you know Jesus refers to himself through out the gospels as the Son of Man. This was a title that Jesus freely accepted and even used to speak of himself.

Jesus saw himself as the fulfilment of Daniel's vision. In Jesus Christ we have the one that God entrusted the world to - the one whose dominion would last forever. The sign that marked his cross - naming him as the King of the Jews was only half the truth, he was not just the King of the Jews he was the King of all people. But he wasn't a King like others - his Kingdom was so incredibly different that sometimes the word doesn't sound right. 

Jesus didn't speak about his Kingdom with lofty supernatural ideals or images, he didn't talk about conquering the world and setting up a great big palace. Jesus spoke about very common place things, and he described his Kingdom as a place for people who were struggling, a place of forgiveness, where deceit and evil and oppression were shown up for what they were, a place where trust and compassion where the pillars of friendship. Jesus spoke of a world he wanted to establish - a world that Daniel believed once established would last for all time. 

And this is the Kingdom Jesus began at the cross - he died so that we might be willing to follow him and he rose again to invite us, to invite you and I to join him. Not in some token way. We are very good at paying lip service to what we believe - I came across this little poem last week, based on our gospel reading this morning which is a pretty good reminder of what Christianity can easily become. I don't know about you but it rings a bell for me.

I was hungry, and you formed a humanities group to discuss my hunger.
I was imprisoned and you crept quietly to your church to pray for my release.
I was naked, and in your mind you debated the morality of my appearance.
I was sick, and you knelt and thanked God for your health.
I was homeless, and you preached to me of the spiritual shelter of the love of God
I was lonely, and you left me alone to pray for me.
You seemed so Holy, so close to God….
But I am still very hungry…and lonely..and cold.

I don't know about you but that certainly rings a few bells for me.

Daniel's vision can at times sound a little bizarre what with the weird leopards and strange goats.

Basically he wanted us to return to the truth of the past, he wanted us to remain focused on the one who is the beginning and the end, he wanted us to ground our lives in the hope the Son of Man would give us.

If that still sounds a little waffly to you then Jesus had another vision of how the world could be. And he wants us to truly follow him, and whatever we do for the least people of this world, for the lonely, the sick, the tired and afraid, whatever we do for them we do for him and for the Kingdom that he proclaimed.

And nothing, nothing at all has greater permanence than this. 

Remember your acts of kindness and charity may go unnoticed - but God's sees them and Jesus delights in them. 
Remember when things aren't going so well and God seems so far away - the last thing Jesus said in the gospels was…

I'll be back.

