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As a child, were you ever left behind in a restaurant,
super mar ket, departnent store, or park? Three of ny six
children can tell you of such incidents. To cut down on
these traumatic events, we adopted the practice of counting
of f before we drove anywhere in the car.

It’s terrifying to be |lost, separated, or |eft behind.
The horror of such an experience may account for the
remar kabl e appeal of the “Left Behind” series of 12 novels
by Ti m LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins. The 12 books have had
sales of 60 mllion copies, and have been transl ated and
sold throughout the world. Have you been one of the nore
than 100 mllion readers? If so, what was it that drew you
to the books? Did you identify with those people |eft
behind, or were you gratified to be anong those caught up
in “the rapture”, and enbraced by a | oving God?

| suppose nost of us take it for granted that we w |
be anong “the saved.” After all, we are good, | aw abiding
citizens who accept Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savi or,
and we are nore or less regular in our church attendance.

The 12 novel s are based on the Book of Revel ation, and
t he account of Jesus’ return to redeemthe faithful, and to
transport themto heaven. The title of the series, “Left
Behind,” cones fromthose who are not saved, and who are
| eft behind to be destroyed by God.

Christian theology of the first century was built
around the belief in the speedy return of the Lord. Early
Christians assuned that all who accepted hi mand received
the Spirit would take part in the bl essed event. But tine
passed, and the Lord did not cone! No trunpet of Cod
sounded. They were still being oppressed and harri ed.
They were victinms of the inevitable scoffing of the pagans
and Jews around them who ridiculed the Christian hope.
Wiy did the Lord not come, when the need was so great? And
what woul d happen to nenbers of their community who had
died? Wuld they have a glorious resurrection and becone
part of the new age?



The Apostl e Paul addressed these questions in his
Letter to the Thessal onians: “W want you not to remain in
i gnorance, brothers, about those who sleep in death;you
shoul d not grieve like the rest of nen, who have no hope.
We believe that Jesus died and rose again; and so it wll
be for those who died as Christians; God wll bring themto
l[ife with Jesus. For this we tell you as the Lord s work:
we who are left alive until the Lord cones shall not
forestall those who have di ed; because at the word of
command, at the sound of the archangel’ s voice and God’ s
trunpet-call, the Lord hinself will descend from heaven
first the Christian dead will rise, then we who are |eft
alive shall join them caught up in clouds to neet the Lord
in the air. Thus we shall always be wth the Lord.”

Paul was convinced that Jesus would return during his
(Paul’s) lifetime. He hoped personally to present to God
t he nenbers of the churches he had fornmed. He was wong in
this and changed his views as the years passed. Stil
hoping for the com ng, he was forced to accept the
possibility that death m ght cut himdown before his hope
was ful fill ed.

The early Christians were persecuted by the Roman
officials for their refusal to worship the enperors, both
living and dead, as gods, and to worship Rona, the
personi fication of Ronme, as a goddess. To give hope to the
early church, the Book of Revelation was witten and
circul ated anong the churches. The book was in the form of
apocal yptic literature, which neans a vision or revel ation
of things to cone. It was a short book, about 25 pages in
nodern publications, with 22 chapters. The essence of
Revel ati on was the conviction that the power of evil would
be overcone by the direct intervention of God, who would
create an entirely new, perfect, and eternal age under his
control for the everlasting enjoynent of his righteous
followers fromanong the living and the resurrected dead.
This thene was conmon anong the Jew sh, Christian, Persian,
and Mohamredan cultures. The Book of Revel ation
was accepted as part of the Christian Bible in the year
367.

The Bible as we know it today consists of 66 books of

the A d and New Test anents. It includes nythol ogy,
hi story, poetry, prophecy, biography, letters, and visions
of things to cone. It was not until the invention of the

printing press that the Bible becane nore available to the



public at large, and it was translated into native

| anguages. Wth the dawn of the Age of Enlightennent, the
Bi bl e came under attack fromthe scientific conmmunity.
Swedenborg, a scientist and nystic, proclained that the

Bi bl e should not be seen as a science textbook, but it was
a spiritual guide, and witten with an inner or spiritual
meani ng. Protestants declared that the Bible was the
inspired Wrd of God, and that every word was to be
interpreted literally. Through a study of Bi bl e geneal ogy,
Ar chbi shop Usher determ ned that the world was created in
six days, in 4004 B.C. A Nova TV program | ast week
proclainmed that the world is billions of years old. Take
your pick: creationismor evolution.

In the 19'" century, Christian Fundanental i sm energed
inthe United States, as a response to what was vi ewed as
the deterioration of the Protestant faith. Tension
devel oped between the sem naries of the nain-Iline
denom nati ons, and peopl e back honme in the pews. Students
for mnistry were taught to view the Bible critically, and
in the light of 2,000 years of church history and
scientific advance. Swedenborgi anism and Unitariani sm
devel oped in the northeast of our country, in the early
1800’ s, and they spoke out agai nst many of the orthodox
doctrines of Christianity, including the vicarious
atonenent, that Jesus died as a substitute for us, to spare
us di vine punishnent. They also declared that the stories
of creation, Adam and Eve, Noah and the Ark, etc. were not
hi storical. Twenty-second and Chestnut Street in
Phi | adel phia was | abel ed “Heretics’ Corner”, where the
Swedenbor gi an Church and the Unitarian Church stood side by
si de.

Today the Swedenborgian Church is part of the National
Counci | of Churches, and our contribution is respected by
the main-line Christian Churches. However, there is a
great divide wthin Christianity, as was evidenced in the
recent federal elections. Mich of the credit for the
Republ i can victory has gone to the evangelical or born-
again Christians who turned out in record nunbers to
support the candi dates whomthey believed shared their
noral values, i.e. were against abortion and gay marri age.

There is a growi ng pol arizati on between main-1ine
Protestants and the right wng Fundanentalists or
conservatives. And there is also division within Christian
churches, as evidenced by efforts of the world-w de Anglican



Church to separate itself fromthe Episcopal Church in the
U S., because of the U S. Church’s action in consecrating a
gay priest as a Bishop.

| point to the 60 mllion copies of the “Left Behind”
series of novels as further indication of the polarization.
These novels claimto be based on the Bible, with the focus
on the rapture, where Christ would return and sweep up the
faithful into heaven, and then destroy everyone el se.
There are the saved and the damed, and between themis a
great gqulf fixed.

Pol s show that 17% of Anericans believe that the Lord
will conme again, during their lifetinmes, to put an end to
history. | have spoken of the belief of Paul and the early
Christians that the Lord s return was imm nent. A nunber
of Christian Churches, including the MIlerites, Seventh
Day Adventists, and Jehovah’s Wtnesses set dates for the
Second Com ng of Christ, ranging from 1874 to 1918 to 1975.
Nostradamus is said to have predicted the year 1999.
Psychi cs and astrol ogers have had ot her dates.

The | anguage of the Left Behind novels is strong:
Jesus appears on a white horse, where “he eviscerates the
flesh of mllions of unbelievers nerely by speaking. ..Men
and wonen, soldiers and horses, seened to expl ode where
they stood.” The unbelievers? “Their own flesh
di ssolved,their eyes nelted and their tongues
di sintegrated.” New York Tinmes columist David Kirkpatrick
observes that “the gentle, pacifist Jesus of the
Crucifixion now shares the spotlight with a nore nuscul ar
warrior Jesus of the Second Com ng, the Lanb maki ng way for
the Lion.”

Church historian Martin E. Marty calls the Left-Behind Lord
“the Ranbo Jesus.”

Speaki ng of the Second Com ng, Jesus said: “But of
t hat day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of
heaven, or the Son, but the Father only... Therefore you
al so nusts be ready, for the Son of man is com ng at an

hour you do not expect.” Perhaps you have seen the bunper
sticker: “Warning: |In case of the rapture, the driver of
this car wll disappear.” Oher stickers say: “Wen the

rapture comes, can | have your car?”

The Rev. Barbara Brown Tayl or renenbers one of her
prof essors saying, “The truth is that Christ comes again



and agai n and agai n—that God has placed no Iimt on com ng
to the world, but is always on the way to us, here and now.
The only thing we are required to do is to notice—+to keep
our eyes peeled.”

Tyndal e Press clainms that mllions of people have been
converted through the Left-Behind novels, although one
critic failed to find a single convert who traces her or
his conversion to the books. The sane claimis al so nade
of the filmon the Passion of the Christ.

One reviewer says that the Left-Behind novel s suggest
“a nore exciting life than nost of us lead, a life full of
nmystery, intrigue, and noral certainty.lt suggests that the
now i nvi si bl e divide between the righteous and the w cked
will be revealed.”

| am disturbed by the crude literal interpretation of
the Bible which is the basis of the novels, which pictures
the faithful being whisked up into the sky to neet God, and
then are transported to sone nmaterialistic heaven. |If the
Lord appears over Jerusalem wll | be able to see himin
Seattle, given a spherical earth?

The nature of God portrayed in the literalistic Second
Com ng is even nore disturbing. Stephen Koke, author of
“H dden M Il ennium The Doonsday Fallacy”, sees the
reigning picture of God as very Judai c—=God as jeal ous and
vengeful , even nerciless and by inplication self-centered,
not the loving God we know.” Where is the God of |ove and
conpassion who told us we were to | ove one anot her,
i ncl udi ng our enem es?

Swedenborg said that the Second Com ng of Christ is a
spiritual comng, into the Iives of each one of us, as we
open ourselves to his presence. Jesus said that the
Ki ngdom of Heaven is within, not up in the sky sonewhere,
anong the planets. Wen we experience | ove of one another,
we experience the presence of God, in the innernost being
of our souls.

God grants us the freedomto choose, and m nds to use
in maki ng wi se and i nformed decisions. My we enpl oy our
God- gi ven capacities to support one another in our
spiritual growmh and devel opnent, in service to the
nei ghbor all our days, w thout fear of either being whi sked
skyward or destroyed.



