Apocalyptic- then and now

Apocalyptic may be one of the first mythological beliefs that emerged in the Paleolithic era. Unfortunately, it was a severe distortion of the nature of the developing human brain which has a built-in orientation to hope and progress. 
Apocalyptic arose out of a serious misreading of nature by early humans who were just emerging to what was a more modern form of human consciousness. It became a central idea in the complex of myths that developed out of early humanity’s experience with the forces of nature. The Paleolithics had become aware of what they perceived to be greater invisible powers or spirits behind nature and life; behind the visible material world. As nature was often violent and appeared malevolent, so they misread natural disaster, accident, and disease as evidence of the anger of the spirits. This led them to believe that the invisible powers controlling such things needed to be placated and some innovative ancient eventually came up with the idea of placating these powers with sacrifice. 

These beliefs were most likely developed by the first power holders in ancient society- the shaman. The shaman claimed that they knew what the gods wanted, why they were angry, and what people needed to do to placate them. They eventually created the set of beliefs noted in the previous paragraph that became the basis of their authority over their fellow tribesmen. They claimed a special relationship to the spirits and special insight or knowledge of the secrets of the invisible world. And they presented the way of salvation from the anger and punishment of the spirits. In doing this they became the first specialists to manipulate the fear and guilt of others in order to thereby control them. They were the first to create differences among former equals and this led to special elite status and formal authority in human societies (informal status no doubt existed previously in the form of elders, parents, or gender).
John Pfieffer speaks to this in his book Explosion: an inquiry into the origins of art and religion. He says that the earliest emergence of status can be traced to the Neanderthals and their belief in existence beyond death (evident in the burial of items with the dead). Pfieffer says, “The notion that an individual who seems dead has actually departed on a journey to another world, however, puts believing above seeing, imagination and the abstract above the direct evidence of the senses. It represents special knowledge; and that of course implies special in-the-know people, and the potential at least for acknowledged superiority…(these people) acquire positions of authority” (p.205-206). The shaman also developed ceremonies which were held deep in art caves and through which they became specialists in the techniques of social control. The ceremonies promoted learning by ritual which inhibited innovation. Ceremony “promoted, not inquiry, but unbending belief and obedience” (p.207).

Pfieffer suggests that the shaman also created the belief in a “glorious past” (p.207) and here we have the first seed of apocalyptic. This would probably have been a remembrance of a time without ice, of warmer summers and vast herds of bison, horse and reindeer (the interglacial before the last Ice Age which began about 100,000 years ago). That time would have contrasted with the sufferings of the Ice Age that people were then enduring. Everything since would have appeared as regression for the worse. 
Mircea Eliade also points out that creation was viewed as a pure and perfect time, a time of perfect and pure origins. Obviously life was no longer perfect or pure but had declined to something worse. I would argue that these two ideas – pure beginnings and imperfect present- are inseparably linked and consequently you have the essence of apocalyptic. Add here the related idea of imperfect people being responsible for the “Fall” of life to something worse. The ancients believed that people were created from a mixture of good and evil (divine and demonic). “We can speak of a tragic pessimism, for man seems to be already condemned by his own origin” (Eliade, Vol 1, p.73). They believed that fallen people had committed the original mistake or sin that sparked the process of life declining.
Pfieffer argues that these original versions of apocalyptic belief would have served well to encourage conformity to the status quo and discourage skepticism or innovation. The cave ceremonies and art of that time were also designed to frighten and promote subjection to shamanic authority (anamorphic art which appears to move in shifting candlelight- it gives the appearance of magic). In flickering candle light the art would have served the purpose of frightening people and re-enforcing the sense of magic that the shaman wished to promote in the effort to obtain subservience (in their view- group solidarity). The shaman were “masters in the art of deception and illusion, and guardians of secrets”(Explosion, p.228).
From the very beginning there appears to have been a strong association between apocalyptic and social control by people with a salvationist program to push on others. David Althiede also illustrates this link between fear and control of others as it operates in today’s world, in his book Creating Fear.

To summarize: the shaman would tell people that things had been better at the original time of creation, in the original golden age or pure beginning. But now things were obviously worse and the people were responsible for angering the spirits and bringing such worsening conditions and suffering about. Hence they needed to placate the angry spirits. The shaman would then present a way of salvation where people had to submit to and obey their authority as the special mediators between the spirits and the human community. These ideas were developed in a mutually reinforcing complex.

Such was the origin of religion as an authority structure which became the prototype of later authority structure in human societies. Apocalyptic was a central idea in this early social control. People were told that they had screwed up, punishment from the spirits was coming (evident in natural disaster, disease), and they had to subject themselves to the way of salvation that the shaman offered. Apocalyptic was an essential part of this early mythology created to promote the authority of shaman over others.

Ernst Kaseman has called apocalyptic the “mother of Christian theology” (On the Topic of Primitive Christian Apocalyptic, p.133). Better, it can be viewed as the mother of all mythology. 
Dating Early Apocalyptic

The pattern of authority that developed based on this mythology later continued into the earliest states and state priesthoods. The first state leaders were mixtures of priest/king (Sumeria) or god/king (Egypt). And apocalyptic continued to play a central part in the developing state religions. It was already present in the earliest written records. Isaac Asimov has noted an example of apocalyptic thought in a Sumerian tablet circa 2800 BC which states that “Our earth is degenerate in these latter days. There are signs that the world is speedily coming to an end. Bribery and corruption are common” (Book of Facts, 1979). This would have been around the time of the origin of writing which Jacquetta Hawkes dates at about 3000 BCE (The First Great Civilizations, p.44).

Studies of apocalyptic often miss the ultimate roots of this theology of despair in that they trace apocalyptic thought back to some intermediate source such as early Jewish writing (e.g. the book of Daniel). They miss the centrality of this perspective of fear and despair to the very earliest human thinking. Thomas Sheehan (The First Coming) points further back to the Zoroastrian roots of Western versions of apocalyptic. He notes the distinction between eschatology (the doctrine of the end of time) and its expression in apocalyptic (a catastrophic destruction of this defiled world in order to make way for the creation/restoration of an original perfection and purity).

Zoroaster (estimates of his time on earth range from circa 1000-600 BCE) taught that the world was the setting for the great cosmic struggle between Good and Evil or Darkness and Light. He stated in his hymns that history was worsening toward a fiery conflagration where evil would be purged and the original purity restored or recreated. His views have influenced the Western religious traditions- Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Google Zoroaster’s hymns for more detail).
But an earlier origin for apocalyptic mythology can be argued from its relation to the overall scheme of salvation mythology (the restoration of a pure original age). It probably emerged much earlier as an integral part of the complex of themes that included stories of origins of the world and past golden ages which were apparently already circulating in the Paleolithic era (Mircea Eliade, History of Religious Ideas, Vol.1, p.10-25). I would suggest that it emerged much earlier than Zoroaster or the Sumerian versions.
Eliade notes, for instance, a relationship between the idea of mythical ancestors and the idea of a past golden age (Vol.1, p.32). He says that these emerged in relation to the memory of the Ice Age and the time previous when ancestors lived in a hunter’s paradise with plentiful game. 
Affirming such relationships, I would suggest that apocalyptic likely emerged as the last Ice Age overtook populations of the previous interglacial (the Eemian). This occurred some 110,000 years ago and was apparently a sudden descent into colder conditions with all the misery that a glacial period would bring. It is true that isolated disasters could also inspire an apocalyptic mindset, such as the great flood of the Black and Caspian seas (some 16,000 years ago). People no doubt embraced the fallacy of “presentism” just as we do today. This is due to ignorance of overall context and longer term situations. They then perceive disasters or changes of their time to be the worst ever because they are experiencing them first hand and very intensely. While any isolated catastrophe could produce an apocalyptic outlook it is hard to compare such with the overwhelming impact of an Ice Age, especially if it was as sudden as the last one apparently was. Memories of a warmer past (a golden age) with more plentiful food sources would have been preserved through oral traditions.
Note this from the QEN website re the onset of the last Ice Age: http://www.esd.ornl.gov/projects/qen/nerc130k.html   

“Though the time at which the Eemian interglacial ended is subject to some uncertainty (it was probably around 110,000 years ago), what does seem evident from the sediment records that cross this boundary is that it was a relatively sudden event and not a gradual slide into colder conditions taking many thousands of years. The recent high-resolution Atlantic sediment record of Adkins et al (1997) suggests that the move from interglacial to much colder-than-present glacial conditions occurred over a period of less than 400 years (with the limitations on the resolution of the sediment record leaving open the possibility that the change was in fact very much more rapid than this)”.

Other bits of information suggest this same time as a possible origin of apocalyptic mythology. The modern human brain had apparently reached its present size around 100,000 years ago. Homo Sapiens of that time had reached a brain of our size and Neanderthals had an even larger brain. John Eccles also suggests that burial customs of 80,000 years ago already indicate self-consciousness and awareness of values (The Human Mystery, p.94, 98).
It appears that human consciousness had matured to a new stage of awareness where it could envision things in the abstract; it could grasp concepts such as values; it exhibited a new sense of aesthetic evident in tool making and art; and it could purposefully plan. It could comprehend a past and a future. It could, no doubt, then create myth. Eccles quotes Jacquetta Hawkes on some features of the emerging consciousness of that time, “It is not until the sudden appearance of art and ritual burial towards the end of the Paleolithic Age that we have anything beyond the faintest hint of man’s inner, unifying existence although undoubtedly this must have been increasing and refining even while in this extraverted and practical life man went from battering pebbles to shaping a hand axe. We can assume at the intellectual level a growing ability to categorize and to draw conclusions from the past for the benefit of the future. At the imaginative level there must have been mounting power to picture things (and particularly objects of desire such as game animals) when they were not before the eyes, comparable to the ability to visualize the completed tool within the block of stone. The beautiful shape of the hand axe itself can, indeed, be used as a proof of the early emergence of an aesthetic sense…their satisfying proportions show that already a quarter of a million years ago the imaginative mind had its own sense of rightness in pure form which whatever its source, still holds good for us today” (from Prehistory, quoted in The Human Mystery, p.115).
Eccles further notes that Neanderthals had a self-awareness similar to ours at perhaps 100,000 years ago. That self-awareness granted experiences of wonder, beauty, excitement, as well as fear, anxiety, and death-awareness (p.117).

Consequently, the first mythical themes very likely could have been promoted by the Neanderthals over the period beginning roughly 100,000 years ago. That a mythical life was active is evident in such things as their burial practices where items were included that would assist the dead in another life.

Damning Humanity

Central to apocalyptic thinking is the idea that people are corrupt, disobedient, and responsible for angering the gods and hence punishment is coming (the worsening and decline of life from something previously better, a more pristine and pure original time). These two ideas form the very core of apocalyptic thought- corrupt humanity and declining life. People have failed, committed mistakes which have defiled life and this has angered the gods. This profound devaluation of humanity as the source of corruption and therefore guilty of punishment from the gods is the heart of apocalyptic and it underlies the whole scheme of sacrifice and salvation mythology. The key outcome here in relation to human corruption is that life is then worsening toward some tragedy or catastrophe. 

And this is not solely a Western tradition of mythology. It has infected Eastern thought also. Let me quote a few paragraphs from my essay on A Brief History of Apocalyptic (www.thehumanspirit.net): “This view of life as fallen/corrupted and now on a descending or degrading trajectory also took root in the Eastern religious traditions. In Buddhism it was stated that the ‘progressive decadence of man was marked by a continuous decrease in the length of human life’ (The Myth Of the Eternal Return, Mircea Eliade, P.116). The Indian traditions also believed in the progressive decadence of humanity and argued that humanity was presently living in an age of darkness that would end in catastrophe (p.117). The Iranians added the idea that the final catastrophe would be a great fiery conflagration to end the world and history (p.124). The good people (followers of the true religion) would, of course, escape the fiery end and enter a new golden age in a new world. 

“So apocalyptic, with its pessimistic view of life, took root in many religious traditions across the world. Eliade says that life on earth was then viewed as nothing but tragic, unjust, miserable and the suffering of life heralded the coming catastrophe. In many spiritual traditions the view took hold that ‘the contemporary historical moment (whatever its chronological position) represents a decadence in relation to preceding historical moments. Not only is the contemporary eon inferior to the other ages…the ‘instant’ in which man lives grows worse as time passes’ (p.131-132). This outlook produced a tendency to devalue humanity, life, and the world in preference for an escape to some more ‘heavenly’ realm. People then began to hope for an escape from life and the world. Fall/apocalyptic became the ultimate expression of human despair over life as well as a denial of life and humanity”. 
Perhaps this is the central insight into the psychology behind an apocalyptic outlook. Apocalyptic is the ultimate expression of escapism. It expresses a fear and hatred of actual life as it exists with all its imperfection. Eliade notes this fear/denial of life and history in The Myth of the Eternal Return and this may help in probing the psychological basis behind the apocalyptic outlook. Consciousness makes us keenly aware of the inhumanity of life, history, and nature. Various emotions fuel our response to this inhumanity- guilt, fear of the real (and despair over it), and the endeavor to escape to utopian alternatives (a purged existence, a life or world restored to some supposed original purity). More affirmative responses would seek to engage life as it is and change if for the better. But too many people want to avoid the real and seek to return to some supposed original purity and perfection, to an imagined original paradise. They do not want to engage this imperfect real world in order to improve it but hope rather for the destruction and end of this world in order to restore the imagined former paradise. Apocalyptic is a shameful retreat into such escapist cowardice.
What about today with our more secular modes of thinking? Many would argue that we have moved beyond such barbaric perspectives as apocalyptic, however, closer examination proves otherwise. Remember, the core ideas behind apocalyptic are those of viewing humanity as corrupt and destructive, life as consequently declining toward something worse, toward some catastrophe (as punishment), and the way of salvation is to be found in purging and changing humanity. Preferably, salvation is to be attained in removing corrupt humanity entirely in order to permit a return to a more pure world without the curse of fallen humanity (the Old Testament Flood myth, the book of Revelation , along with environmental visions of utopia, all embody this wish). Environmental activist Paul Watson, of the Sea Shepherd Society, would like to eliminate 85% of humanity, which he calls the AIDs of the Earth.
The most prominent secularized version of this pagan mythology is evident in the modern environmental movement. The same core themes that animate the modern environmental cult differ little from the basic themes of past versions of apocalyptic. Various environmental thinkers believe that humanity is corrupt and the source of destructiveness that has angered the spirits/forces behind nature (Mother GAIA or Mother Nature) and Mother Nature is going to exact her revenge on humanity with coming collapse and the catastrophic end of life. The supposedly worsening condition of the present world is evidence of this trajectory toward catastrophe. The way of salvation is to either purge the world of the cancer of humanity (the “AIDs” of the earth in extremist versions) or at least severely restrain the human enterprise. This is the required sacrifice to appease an offended GAIA.
Now the myth of apocalyptic is not so graphically stated in environmental literature. Much environmental expression presents its vision of apocalyptic in more secular and scientific terms which then proffers the aura of scientific credibility. But despite the public facade of science, the energizing spirit of apocalyptic still manifests itself in varied ways. This may be done by emphasizing certain information over other data to create the appearance of catastrophe. Or by claiming that such things as the Second Law of Thermodynamics must have a preeminent place in explaining life and its trajectory. Environmentalists have their own version of the Second Law called SOHO (self-organizing, holarchic, open- see http://www.scarp.ubc.ca/faculty%20profiles/billsustst.html). Also, environmentalists with an apocalyptic outlook will focus on aberrations to long terms trends (downturns, setbacks, isolated situations of catastrophe) and extrapolate these out to characterize some general situation. For example, Professor Pimental focused on a 5 year reverse blip in TB to argue that TB and all disease was getting worse (The Skeptical Environmentalist, p.8-9, 24-27). So it is possible to express an apocalyptic outlook in a variety of ways under the canopy of science, such as focusing on isolated incidents or localized situations and short term aberrations and then claim these represent some greater whole (the state of the planet).
But no matter how much science is employed, the shaping of environmental catastrophe scenarios expresses the same spirit of fear and despair and the same dismal way of perceiving nature and life as that of primitive apocalyptic. This view of life as declining toward catastrophic ending misses entirely the actual trajectory of life.
Bill Rees, a former professor of mine, provides an example of the environmental apocalyptic mindset. Rees, the father of the ecological footprint concept, has assembled a litany of ecological disasters to validate his apocalyptic outlook- the supposed species holocaust, the forest devastation holocaust, the climate holocaust, and the resource exhaustion holocaust. And not to dismiss entirely his concerns, yes, we ought to be concerned about environmental issues and our impact on nature. But presenting information on nature in terms of worst-case scenarios and coming catastrophe does not help inform reasoned debate or the discovery of solutions acceptable to all. What it does, as the shaman of old did, is create fear and render people susceptible to environmentalist manipulation and salvation schemes which lean toward centralized control and planning and the endeavor to constrain what they view as corrupt humanity (as Rees urges, to halt the human enterprise). Rees also views humanity as corruptible and the corrupter of nature. He believes that humanity will suffer as nature retaliates. And he wishes for a diminished human presence on earth (for more detail see his comments at www.thehumanspirit.net under titles such as Conversation with Bill Rees and Bill Rees And Eco-violence).
Julian Simon, among others, has responded to the vision of environmental apocalyptic by noting the long term trends of life and putting aberrations (downturns, setbacks, disasters) in their proper long term context. He has presented an entirely different view of life and argued that humanity is not a corrupting force but in net terms we are more creators and the source of good and progress in life. The human enterprise is not destroying the earth.
Along with others, Simon has presented sound evidence that the litany of disasters that environmentalists claim are occurring on Earth now are grossly exaggerated or untrue. I have listed just below some good sources for any who wish to check such evidence for themselves.

1. The supposed pollution crisis. See, for instance, The Improving State of the World by Indur Goklany for detailed sources on this element. As people have become wealthier they have cleaned up pollution and this reduction in pollution has occurred even before it was mandated by states.
2. The resource exhaustion crisis. Wilfred Beckerman’s A Poverty of Reason and Green Colored Glasses, as well as Julian Simon’s Ultimate Resource offer detailed sources on this issue. Resources have grown more plentiful, not less so, over history.

3. The forest devastation issue. Bjorn Lomberg’s Skeptical Environmentalist presents evidence from the FAO (Food and Agricultural Organization) on this issue. Earth is not experiencing a net forest loss but rather gain. See also Simon Jenkins No convincing evidence for decline in tropical forests at http://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2008-01/uol-nce010708.php

4. The supposed species holocaust. See Julian Simon’s summary of evidence from the IUCN (International Union for the Conservation of Nature) study in the book Scarcity or Abundance. He covers similar material in Ultimate Resource.
5. The climate crisis (global warming). Sources here are extensive. For example see the Fraser Institute’s Independent Summary for Policy Makers or the research papers on basic climate issues at http://www.oism.org/pproject/review.pdf  and http://www.climatechangeissues.com/files/science/defreitas.pdf  Roy Spencer also has a book out titled Climate Confusion that covers a variety of basic climate issues.
6. Another element of the environmentalist litany of catastrophes is the human population issue. The growing human population is not a problem but rather is the source of solutions to all the problems that we face. For good material on this see Julian Simon’s Ultimate Resource. Humanity is the ultimate resource.
The point to remember here is this- if the above litany of environmental apocalyptic is not true then the core environmental argument that the human enterprise is destroying the earth is also false.

Challenging the core apocalyptic ideas

There is alternative information on the actual state of reality and life that has challenged the very heart of apocalyptic and its related complex of ideas. This information expresses what the actual trajectory of reality and life has been. It is information that now forms the core ideas for an entirely new narrative of life. 
One helpful bit of information has to do with the fundamental trends of the universe and life which clearly dispute the core apocalyptic idea that life is declining (and as Simon argues, we can safely assume that past trends will continue unless there is convincing evidence to the contrary). Evidence that we now have reveals the fundamental trajectory of the universe and life to be that of movement toward increasing order and complexity. In a word, progress, not decline. 

There are three fundamental long term trends of interest here. The first has to do with basic material reality. In this trend, the universe emerged from an initial chaotic heat to form the order of basic matter, then clumps that became ordered galaxies, stars, and planets. The second fundamental trend is that of life. Here we have evidence that life emerged to begin a progression from relatively more simple to more complex. It did not originate in a perfect beginning but rather emerged from a more disorderly, chaotic, and primitive state and then developed and progressed toward something better (more advanced and complex) over time. And in the third fundamental trend, we see that human civilization emerged to begin the progression from barbaric to something more humane (as well as from something more simple to something more complex and from something more chaotic- more animal-like- to something more ordered and human-like).

All these basic trends (universe, life, civilization) use energy in creating more order. But this does not mean that the Second Law of Thermodynamics trumps the formation and progress of order. This law is sometimes given a place of primacy by people arguing that dissipation, decay, and decline win in the end. Such thinking suits well the apocalyptic perspective. But the very emergence and development of the universe, life, and civilization toward more order show that something else trumps decline. So is giving primacy to the Second Law just another form of secularized apocalyptic? I think here of theories of the universe collapsing versus theories that it is eternally expanding and growing (e.g. Singh, Big Bang). Stephen Hawking himself has sometimes referred to the Second Law as “trivial”.

Perhaps a better perspective on the place of the Second Law, that does not lead toward an apocalyptic emphasis, is to understand that the main trends of the universe, life, and civilization toward growing order and complexity require the expenditure of energy and this is simply natural and beneficial. It is essential to creating more order. Huber and Mills argue, in a refreshing new perspective on the Second Law, that the use and subsequent dissipation of energy is actually “virtuous” (Bottomless Well and Hard Green). Here, the Second Law is viewed as subservient to the creation of more order.
In this new perspective on the Second Law we can then view the universe and life as essentially generous- as representing an outpouring of relatively free energy. In this view, wasting energy fuels the very development of the universe, life, and now civilization. This perspective understands that the universe is fundamentally generous and not stingy, closed, and limited or subject to decay and decline as the preeminent principles of reality. 
Apocalyptic environmentalists see the existing limited supply of energy being dissipated and unavailable for further use in closed systems such as the Earth. They believe that this means there is an absolute limit to civilization- especially industrialized civilization- and their version of the Second Law of thermodynamics points to the inevitable end of civilization. But others have pointed out that Earth is not a closed system as defined by the alarmists. “The abundance of the sun’s energy, the availability of radioactive materials for nuclear fission, and the possibilities of nuclear fusion would support the current levels of human activity for longer than the anticipated life of the Earth itself. Even if the Earth’s population were to increase tenfold and its appetite for energy by a similar amount, solar energy, fission energy, or fusion energy each represented virtually inexhaustible supplies” (Peter Auer quoted in The Origins of Modern Environmental Thought, p.94). Add in the potentially infinite supplies of Dark Energy, and who knows what else is yet to be discovered, and the concept of limits in closed systems becomes very much an “invented scientific proposition” (Julian Simon, A Life Against the Grain, p.328). Scientists invent and develop such relationships as those they believe derive from the Second Law. As Simon says, “When systems are logically closed, they are so because we close them for our convenience, rather than because they are naturally so” (p.329). He adds, “Related to the closed-system way of thinking is the notion that available resources are finite and countable. This is simply a prejudice, and a prejudice which leads to unsound long-run forecasts. In Einstein’s words, ‘Even scholars of audacious spirit and fine instinct can be obstructed in the interpretation of facts by philosophical prejudice’” (p.330).
Add to this the newer understanding that life is not fragile and subject to collapse. To the contrary, it is resilient and durable, and progression defines its very core nature. Life has been hit with meteorites, massive changes in climate, Ice Ages, and yet it emerges after each assault to continue growing even stronger and more complex than before (Greg Easterbrook, A Moment On The Earth).

And human civilization epitomizes the overall universe story of enduring progress toward something better. It expresses the grand story of the exodus of humanity from animal existence to discover the freedom of human existence, a more humane existence free of base animal drives. With intelligence, human civilization exhibits even more the grand drive to progress that is evident all through life and matter.
Bill Rees ignores this evidence of the progress of human civilization and instead focuses his attention on examples of collapsing states and societies. But these are not expressive of the entire trend of human civilization. Certainly, various societies have collapsed for a number of reasons but new societies have also arisen to continue the overall progress of humanity. The wonder of human civilization continues despite setbacks along the way.

To buttress the scenario of collapsing human civilization, some have argued that the 20th Century was more violent than previous ones and this is evidence of the overall decline of life and civilization. But the violence of this past century was committed by a very few who coerced majorities to follow them or at least to not resist their tyranny. The death rate from 20th Century wars was actually lower than in previous eras (the percentage of populations that died from violence), though in terms of totals it seemed worse as populations were much larger. Fully 15 % of deaths in primitive societies were due to warfare while less than 1 % of deaths in Europe and the US were due to warfare in the 20th Century (James Payne on historical rates of violence in A History of Force, p.77).
So there is no evidence in the long term trends that civilization is in decline. In fact, evidence shows the opposite- advance in all the main trends. For further examples here, see Julian Simon’s detail on the trends of the past few centuries (Ultimate Resource).

A thorough purging of apocalyptic thought from human mentality will require the rethinking and challenging of the entire complex of mythological/religious ideas that form the core supporting complex of this outlook. This would include a more robust challenge to the ideas of humanity as corrupt, angry divinities expressing their anger through nature, and punishment coming in the form of some natural disaster. This is a difficult endeavor because these mythical ideas have had a powerful influence on human outlook for millennia.
Some people had already begun to dispute these core ideas long ago. For instance, in the Axial Age (700 to 500 BCE) the old view of angry divinities behind nature was already being undermined by new concepts of compassion in God. Around this time the Jewish prophets also challenged ideas of an angry God demanding appeasement through sacrifice. They began to argue that God did not need to be placated with sacrifice but rather wished for the humane treatment of others (Hosea 6:6, Micah 6:6-8). This was evidence that a new level of humane consciousness was emerging. The Jewish prophetic tradition also emphasized justice not as retaliation or payback but as liberation of the oppressed and suffering. 
The Greeks also engaged in some innovative and original thinking that would eventually lead to the rationalist challenge to apocalyptic and to mythology in general. In the Post-Axial era they began to chip away at mythical ways of thinking with a growing emphasis on an empirical approach to nature. Aristotle was a leading innovator here with his practice of collecting facts from nature and then making generalizations from those observed facts (e.g. from dissecting animals). He is considered to be perhaps the key figure in the development of the scientific tradition (Charles Freeman, The Greek Achievement, p.283).

The Greeks also observed that the natural world operated according to regular patterns or laws. They then presented this new understanding of nature in terms of the Aristotelian practice of accumulating empirical evidence and making reasoned deductions from this. It was a new approach subject to reason and challenge through “the acquisition of new evidence accumulated by the senses” (Freeman, Closing of the Western Mind, p.34).

The Stoic tradition in Greek society offered other insights that would further support the challenge to apocalyptic. They viewed matter as having a fundamental unity and being in a continuous cycle of change. It was suffused with a rational principle that drove it through “never-ending cycles”, “inexorable unfolding”, and “inexorable progress” (p.44). This perspective embodied what Freeman calls “the optimism of Greek thinking” (p.188). It was an early philosophy of progress. How entirely unlike the decline embodied in the apocalyptic views of Zoroaster and others. This optimism extended to the Greek view of human nature. Aristotle proclaimed that it was worthwhile being human. “Nature always produces the best…all the virtues of character seem to belong to us from birth…for we are just and moderate and courageous” (p.34). There is much more in the Greek tradition, as well as other traditions, that offers potent challenge to the apocalyptic viewpoint.
Let me preface this next section with this observation: I would argue that there is still a significant residue of old religious belief in the public consciousness (perhaps subconscious to be more exact). And contemporary environmental apocalyptic resonates automatically with this subconscious background of belief. This archaic background would include beliefs in the corruption of humanity (human sinfulness), human activity as destructive, natural disaster and environmental disaster as punishment from angry gods (in modern versions- GAIA’s revenge against human use of nature), coming punishment in some great collapse of nature and life, the need to repent and make a sacrifice to appease the angered gods of nature, and the supposed moral superiority of a primitive, low-consumption lifestyle. This background of religious belief has long shaped human mentality and still operates to automatically validate the modern apocalyptic of the environmental cult. Full freedom from the curse of apocalyptic will require the purging of all such dark mythology from human mentality.
To continue regarding the ancient challenge to apocalyptic- centuries after the Greeks, the secular Palestinian sage Jesus (not the Christian mythologized version but the actual historical person, who was not divine but ordinarily human) offered an entirely new view of divinity as non-retaliating, non-punishing, endlessly forgiving, and generous toward all. In his Sermon on the Mount he said, do not retaliate toward those who harm you, but instead love your enemies, and be generous toward them and when you act in this manner you will be acting just like God does. To summarize, he was arguing that God does not retaliate and punish but is generous toward both the good and the bad. After all, nature reveals that he sends rain and sun on both. 
Jesus presented an entirely new view of the relationship of divinity to nature. Nature was not the media that revealed the anger of divinity but rather revealed the goodness and mercy of divinity. He further illustrated this with examples of God’s care for flowers and common species of birds. And he referred to events in life which he argued did not reveal anger and punishment from divinity- for instance, he spoke of a man born blind who was not blinded because his parents had sinned. It was just an accident of life. This was a radical challenge to the ancient perspective that the gods punished people for their faults through natural disaster, disease, and the accidents of life. This ancient perspective had enslaved human minds for millennia and still does today.
Unfortunately, Jesus’ followers soon reverted to the primitive mythology of divine retaliation and punishment. James Robinson says, “Jesus’ vision of a caring Father who is infinitely forgiving and hence shockingly evenhanded in dealing with the bad as well as the good, may have been lost from sight a generation later…the dramatic extent to which this transcended the commonsense justice of reward and retaliation that pervaded antiquity…(is evident in the fact that) the proclamation of Jesus…has eliminated that concept of retaliation as the basis for or ingredient in an ethical order…Jesus’ basic insight into the ever-loving and forgiving nature of God would seem to have been lost from sight as the age-old view of God under-girding retaliatory justice again asserted itself (in later Matthew)…(this is) the most important theological contribution of Jesus to the history of ideas…(Jesus: according to the first witness, p.13-25).
The rest of the New Testament also ignored these breakthrough insights and reverted to the old payback views of angry divinity- retaliation, punishment, and programs of bloody salvation. See Revelation for the grand culmination of this viewpoint in a God venting wrath through violent natural disaster and other catastrophes.
As I noted above, it is important to thoroughly rethink these mythical/religious roots of apocalyptic because despite the secularization of human thought over the past few centuries these old religious ideas still shape the foundations of human perception and keep resurfacing in contemporary secular versions. Hence, modern environmental apocalyptic resonates with a public consciousness that has long been shaped by religious ideas. A key point to note here is that the Christian version of Jesus attributes a strong apocalyptic element to him. But as Robinson shows this was not true of the actual historical person (Thomas Sheehan argues the same in The First Coming: How the kingdom of God became Christianity). If such information helps weaken apocalyptic in general, then it is useful to engage it. This is equally true of old religious views of God as a punishing force behind the forces of nature. Arguably, these old views are still present in residual form in the public consciousness and hence environmental apocalyptic has an automatic resonating background in the public consciousness. 
Most important in rethinking the barbaric mythology of apocalyptic is to rethink our view of humanity. Is humanity basically corrupt and responsible for all ill in life or are we basically good and the source of all good in life? There are varied ways to approach this. One is to view humanity as a culminating stage in a long process of life rising toward something better and more humane. The beginning of this process was something more simple and primitive. Something more barbaric. But over time we have become the first truly conscious creatures to have emerged. And with consciousness we are aware of something better and we now possess the humane impulses to create a better world and existence. This is the grand story of human emergence and development as human. It is about a trajectory of life that has diverted sharply away from animal existence and behavior.
With the gift of consciousness we have now become the source of all good in life- creativity, intelligence, inventiveness, love, mercy, forgiveness, generosity, and so much more that defines true humanity or humaneness. We have gained the ability to make things better, including our environments. And we have already accomplished things that would appear magical to past generations. We have produced new insights and agreements on basic human rights, freedom, and democratic societies. As Simon argues, we are in net terms more creators than destroyers. We have produced advances that have led to increased life spans, better health, improved living standards, the protection of nature, and so much more that we value.

Others bring in the element of transcendence in order to present a proper valuation of humanity. This expresses something of the real wonder of being human. Joseph Campbell is helpful on this in his books The Power of Myth, Myths to Live By, and An Open Life. John Eccles also notes something of a fundamentally new view of humanity as a transcendent reality in his books The Wonder of Being Human and The Human Mystery. “Man differs radically in kind from other animals. As a transcendence in the evolutionary process there appeared an animal differing fundamentally from other animals because he had attained to propositional speech, abstract thought, and self-consciousness, which are all signs that a being of transcendent novelty had appeared in the world” (Human Mystery, p.121).
Some appreciation of the wonder of being human will do a lot to counter the devaluation of humanity (the actual hatred of people and self-loathing) that apocalyptic has always been about. Don’t ever doubt that this is the foundational issue here- what do we think of humanity? And what does it really mean to be human? Early people did not have enough experience with consciousness to appreciate the wonder of being human and instead they related themselves too much to animal reality (note, for instance, the mixed human/animal figures in cave art). They could not yet appreciate that the human venture would become a grand exodus to freedom from base animal reality. Consciousness would set humanity on an entirely new trajectory of life.
The upshot of this line of thought is that we are not a fallen race in need of any salvation. True, the story of our past shows that we have emerged from dark nature and the brutality of an animal existence. But we have escaped the animal and made an amazing exodus into freedom to become human. And we have created the wonder of human civilization with its ongoing advance and progress toward a more humane future. We have been amazingly successful in humanizing life and even some of nature (and where we have not yet tamed the violence of nature, we have at least learned to adapt better to its violence).
Ultimately, in tackling apocalyptic thinking we come to the issue of the basic human orientation which determines how people view reality and life. We all hold a set of core beliefs which form our basic orientation toward reality and life, what we consider our basic outlook, perspective, or worldview. This fundamental outlook may deny life and humanity or affirm the same. 
Our core systems of belief are also influenced very much by our subconscious- things our parents have taught us, the influences of siblings, peers and teachers, and what we learn and experience for ourselves. And who knows what influences from a more ancient past, which may have been hardwired into human mentality and continue to influence us even today. 
The basic human orientation leads people to select facts which affirm their core beliefs and to ignore or downplay those facts which do not affirm their core beliefs. It can even lead scientists, supposedly under the constraint of the scientific method, to focus on certain things and ignore others in order to shape a certain view of reality and life. Much like Bill Rees scouring the world for signs of decay and collapse in order to buttress his case that humanity is destroying the planet and heading for catastrophe. Such is the power of the apocalyptic spirit and its ability to generate fear and despair.

Apocalyptic has been around for a long time and has been beaten into human consciousness endlessly over past millennia. It has infected much human perception with its dark outlook and spirit of fear and despair. But it is entirely alien to what it means to be human. It violates the very nature of our brains as wired for optimism (Pfieffer in The Emergence of Humankind). It also violates the very nature of reality and life as rising trajectories of progress.
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