Cowpacalpyse Now

GOSPEL MARK 13:24-37

24“But in those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened,

and the moon will not give its light, > and the stars will be falling from

heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 2¢Then they will see ‘the
Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. ’Then he will send
out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the
earth to the ends of heaven.

=8“From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender
and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near. 29So also, when you see
these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates. s°Truly I
tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken
place. ssHeaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.
32“But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the
Son, but only the Father. ss3Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time
will come. 341t is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his
slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the
watch. ssTherefore, keep awake — for you do not know when the master of the
house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn, s¢or
else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. 37And what I say to you I
say to all: Keep awake.”

1. Bogost wants to change the world.

2. Advent about changing the world. (Advent an irritant, clearing the decks
to prepare the way for the baby.)

3. Bogost 2: people resist change. Cowpacalpyse.

4. Apocalpyse language excessive trying to wake us up. 1) Not predicting
when Jesus will return; 2) Facing the hard things seeing God in them; 3)
Creative destruction. God destroying the present order to bring about
something so much better. (Glass.)

5. Imagery cosmic and extreme because we refuse change, even when it will

help. Innovator’s dilemma. Excavators. Gas to hydraulics. Too big to fail.



Didn’t try to change. (People still playing cow clicker. Complaining it’s
not fun. Capacity to self deceive unparalleled.)

6. Advent a demanding season. Good, but bracing news. Good news Christ
is coming. Bracing news- he doesn’t come to bring peace but change.

7. The question for us this season is what needs to change? What in our

society? What in our church? What in our lives- yours and mine?

Ian Bogost wanted to change the world.* He wanted to change the world of
Facebook games. He was fed up with people being stuck playing terrible games
like Farmville- annoying the rest of his Facebook friends with constant
announcements regarding their crops and livestock. You know who you are.
Bogost, a programmer, wasn’t just bothered with how annoying these games are-
he was disturbed at how addictive they were; how people actually spent real
money and hours and hours on these games.

For instance one unemployed guy in England wracked up over 1,000$ in
debt buying animals for his game. And a woman right here in a America received
a 50 year sentence for literally killing her three month old, when the child
interrupted her game at what was, apparently, a crucial moment.

Bogost felt this all went far beyond a harmless time suck. Farmville and
games like it were a blight on the world, and something must be done. But what
could he do? Well, as a programmer, he decided to do the only thing he knew
how to do- he would make a parody Facebook game. He would make an ironic

Facebook game- a game like Farmville and others SO stupid people would wake

L http://www.onthemedia.org/2011/nov/18/cow-clicker/



up and realize how much of their lives they were wasting. Ian Bogost created
“Cow Clicker.”

Pretty simple idea, “Cow Clicker”. You get a cow. You click on it. And it
moo’s. And that’sit. You see a cow on your computer screen. And you click it.
And it moos. Like other games Bogost welcomed people to spend actual money
to be able to get different looking cows or to click more often. Surely, people
would see this, smack their heads, and then get back to real life.

Bogost wanted to change the world.

Advent, this season before Christmas, these four Sundays leading up to the
birth of Christ- Advent as a season is like Ian Bogost- it’s a season that wants to
change the world.

You might think the lectionary, the series of readings that churches follow,
would be all sugar and spice and holiday trimming in this season. You might
think we’d have these lovely texts getting us ready for Christmas by delving into
the past and seeing where the seeds were sown leading up to Jesus.

But...not so much. The readings in Advent are these spooky, apocalyptic
texts- they tend to be dark texts about the sun and moon going on, and the end of
the world as we know it. One scholar, Matt Skinner, writes: The season of
Advent...traditionally begins, not with backward-looking remembrances of
circumstances surrounding Jesus’ birth, but with eerie images of cosmic

mutations and grand promises of a future in which Jesus plays -- to put it mildly -



- a noticeable role. Don’t wear the tacky Christmas sweater just yet; track shoes
and a hazmat suit may capture the mood better.”2

And Advent isn’t a nostalgic time, either. One preacher I love calls
Christmas time a time machine, because this season, the smells and the sights,
often transports us back in time to Christmases past. But Advent, Advent isnOt
nostalgic like we are- it’s about the future. Matt further writes: “Advent’s
watchwords are preparation and waiting. It’s about looking outward and ahead.
It’s time for Christians to declare that God’s previous incursion into human
affairs through Jesus Christ is not the end of the story but the foundation for a
future hope of God bringing ultimate promises to fruition.”

See, even as we are trimming the tree, throwing up the lights, and doing
the same things we’ve done, year after year after year- Advent is this annoying
irritant, trying to clear the decks, wipe it all clean, trying to create a place for this

baby to be born.

Of course, change is easier said than done. We resist change- especially
this time of year. Bogost discovered this the hard way. No one got the joke with
Cow Clicker. People were supposed to play this game, compete with others by
clicking on a digital cow on a screen, and see how ridiculous all these games
were- quite the opposite happened. People loved it. By people I mean thousands
and thousands of people. And these people loved their cows. They were emailing
Bogost constantly demanding improvements. And Bogost, frustrated, complied,

offering dozens of different kinds of cows. For 100$ of actual money, for

2 http://www.odysseynetworks.org/news/on-scripture-mark-13-24-37



instance, you could buy a cow and Bogost would send a real cow to Africa through
Heifer. Disgusted at his own success Bogost tried everything he could to kill Cow
Clicker. For 20$ he offered the ability for people to switch the direction their
cows were standing- from right to left or vice versa. Twenty bucks. And people
loved it!

Finally, with nothing else working Bogost did the only “logical” thing: he
warned people of a coming cowpacalypse. He warned them the end of the game
was coming. People could, yet again, spend money to stave off this bovine
rapture, and of course they did. But eventually, the dark day dawned, and if you
were playing Cow Clicker when the Cowpacalypse came, you would see your cow
rise into the air. To this day, you can still play Cow Clicker, but you will only see
this round shadow representing the place where your cow used to stand. And you

still get a point for clicking on the shadow. But...the moo is gone.

I think it works the same way with the apocalyptic texts in the Bible. I
think theyOre extreme, like Mark this morning talking about the sun and the
moon going dark, as a way of catching our attention.

Now they are NOT as the Left Behind people would have us believe, little
crystal balls trying to predict when Jesus is supposed to come back in our day.
Indeed, Mark writes as plain as can be, “About that day no one knows- neither
the angels in heaven nor even the son himself knows. Only the Father knows.”
For as much as the folks predicting the end of the world all the dang time want to

say they take the Bible literally- somehow they always skip right over this text.



Nobody knows the day Jesus is coming, and no one is supposed to know.
Because this isn’t what’s important. This isn’t what passages like this are about.

What they are about is facing the world honestly, especially confronting
what’s out of whack. Apocalpytic texts all come from communities facing terrible
distress. Mark’s community, for instance, was living at the tail end of the great
Roman-Jewish wars in which the Romans actually destroyed the Second Temple.
It was a time of absolute chaos. And texts like his face this and say even in the
midst of all this- even as everything feels like it’s spinning out of control, God is
still present. Indeed, God is working in all of these things, destroying the present
order to bring about a new peace.

And this idea of destruction - it’s so important to understand it right.
Apocalyptic texts describing destruction — they never describe the destruction of
the earth as if God will ever abandon the creation God made; the texts describe a
reordering of the present age, a clearing away to make God’s good earth ready for

something new, something better.

And the imagery is so extreme, so cosmic, because we are so resistant to
change. Even when we know we’re living in an unsustainable, unhealthy way- it’s
so hard for us to figure out how to pull up and do something different.

Clayton Christianson describes just this in the Innovator’s Dilemma. He

describes how an innovative company, when it becomes successful, begins to fail
precisely at that moment when it becomes a “success”. When a company
becomes really successful at doing one thing- they’ll do anything to protect this

and become blind to other opportunities. He gives an example of mechanical



excavators. He describes huge, expensive gas powered engines that dominated
the market since the 20’s. Then, what happened is that a small market opened up
for smaller, hand powered tools, and hydraulic machines were created to fill this
niche. These little hydraulic machines couldn’t compete at the time with the big
gas powered ones, so the big companies just ignored them. But then quietly,
these hydraulic machines steadily improved, until in the 70’s they began to
compete with the big companies. But having invested so much in gas, and just
believing they were too big to fail, and flat just not wanting to change- the big
companies held their ground and didn’t innovate. And soon it was too late.
Nearly overnight, the mechanical excavation world changed hands, partly

because people just didn’t want to face the reality of change.

We're like that, you and I. We figure out how to live pretty well for a while.
We figure out who we are in a job, or who we are in a relationship- and things are
going so well. But the reality is something will happen, something beyond our
control, to change things- sometimes slightly, sometimes not. And not wanting
the world to turn, to adapt, we keep on behaving as if everything’s fine- even
when it isn’t and we know it.

Believe it or not people continue to play Cow Clicker even after the
Cowpalypse. People continue to click on a round shadow where a cow used to be.
Some of them even continue to pay for the privilege. They just continue as if
nothing has changed- although a few of them are aware of it. Bogost was
criticized after the Cowpacalypse. One person yelled out at him that the game

isn’t as fun now that the cows are fun. And he just looked at them in disbelief



responding: “It wasn’t fun to begin with!” Our capacity to fool ourselves is so

vast- never underestimate it.

Advent is a season that demands that we look at ourselves and our world
with fresh eyes. Advent demands that we ask ourselves if we're doing something
meaningful or if we’re wasting time clicking on the shadows of where fake cows
used to be. Advent demands that we look at what’s going on around us, ask what
has changed since last year. Advent demands that we face the changes around us,
as painful as they may be, and ask ourselves how do we need to respond? What
do we need to do, what habits do we need to start, what behaviors do we need to
stop, what cherished beliefs do we need to re-evaluate and maybe even let go- in
order to prepare ourselves for the new world that is emerging before us.

Advent is a season of good news but bracing news. The good news is
Christ is coming. Christ is coming, being born again into our world and into our
lives. The bracing news is Christ isn’t interested in our world the way we have
ordered it; he isn’t interested in our lives the way the ways we have fashioned

them. Christ will change us. Advent is about waking up to this and getting ready.

So, what do we need to change to make room for him to come? What do
we need change in our society? What do we need to change in our church? What
do we need to change in our lives- in my life; in yours? All I know is if your

answer has anything to do with clicking on cows- you better think again. Amen.



