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What is Left Behind? A Pentecostal response to eschatological fiction.


Abstract:  Eschatological fiction has become very popular and influential the past decade, particularly the very successful Left Behind series of Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins. This literature infiltrates its readers, of whom many are Pentecostal, with a theological position and worldview, which does not seem in line with our  biblical perception. It urges us to re-think our dispensational heritage and develop an eschatology that is compatible with our Pentecostal identity.
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Introduction

Last year the E.P.T.A. executive committee invited me to present this paper on the topic Bible and Fiction. In their letter of invitation they added “We were thinking about this theme in the light of all the books and films that describe endtime scenario’s, which are so eagerly believed in our Pentecostal and Evangelical circles.”

I have to admit that I had to jump over my own shadow to do an in-depth research in the obscure biblical-fictional world of this new phenomenon. Although several books
 and movies would fall in this category, like Pat Robertson’s The End of the Age 
, Paul Meier’s The Third Millenium
 or the movies Apocalypse (1998)
 or The Omega Code (1999)
, I decided to focus on the so-called left-behind series written by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins for three reasons:

1. This extensive series seems by far the most successful and influential.

2. The eschatology they present is adhered by the vast majority of Pentecostals.

3. Their books are filled with biblical quotations, which gives them an aura of divine revelation.

 Since the day one of my colleagues looked at me with disdain while I was reading the first volume of the series of twelve and said: “I cannot believe you are reading that stuff” I continued to investigate this vast material secretly as if it was forbidden literature. Although I will not qualify it as spiritual pornography, I do think we should read it with caution and discernment. On the other hand we have to realize that the “Left Behind series” has shaped the eschatological and ethical frame of mind of hundred thousands if not millions of our own rank and file, including my own daughter Natasja. As a genuine child of postmodernism she has always been much more fascinated by fiction than by the prepositional literature that has marked our modernistic generation. Natasja has eagerly read all twelve volumes. When she had finished one, she could hardly wait for the next edition. Over and over again she asked me: ”Is that really in the Bible?” Many times I responded by “Is that really in that book?” After almost ten torturous years of great tribulation the series seem to have come to an end with the latest edition of “The Glorious Appearing”. Thank God! Free at last. Before you get too excited over this, there are rumours that the authors are working on a sequel and prequel
. I have to admit however that my wife and I bought most of these books as a present for our daughter ourselves. It is divine justice that I now had to investigate what kind of brainwashing I opened her up for. Before we dig into that painful part of my presentation I need to make some preliminary remarks about Bible and Fiction and Pentecostal and Eschatology. 

Fact or Fiction?

I think it is fair to say that there is a long tradition of communicating the Biblical truth in fictional stories. Jesus himself used many parables to teach us a number of essential divine principles and give us a profound insight, particularly about the essence of the Kingdom of God. Many scholars have even suggested that some books in Bible, like Job and Jonah, are fictional stories derived from popular folktales.  Unlike for instance Greek mythology the Bible presents itself as actual history, focusing on the interaction between God and men. Paul emphasizes that the actual historical and physical resurrection of Christ is essential for our faith and salvation (1 Corinthians 15:17). John explicitly states that he proclaims what he has heard, seen and touched (1 John 1:1).  Historically Pentecostals have adhered to a “literal interpretation” of the Bible. They see no need to demythologize the Bible in order to make it relevant for modern man. On the contrary they have build their characteristic doctrine of Spirit-baptism, with the initial physical evidence of speaking in tongues, on the premise that the historical facts in the Bible are still relevant today
.  On the other hand I do agree with Jean Daniel Plüss that in the beginning of the Pentecostal Movement speaking in tongues was first and foremost an experience whose form was described in biblical language
. Only later it was elevated to the status of a doctrine.  In their testimonies and preaching Pentecostals like to blend their experiences with scriptures. Because of this feature they have contributed to the development of a narrative theology, that integrates historical and prepositional scriptures with real life. Since the 1980’s they have added all kind of art forms, in particular drama and dance as a tool of conveying the gospel.  Frank E. Peretti was one of the first Pentecostals who successfully used fiction as a way to communicate our perception of spiritual warfare. For those who have never read him let me quote the final battle that is described in his novel “This Present Darkness”. The protagonists is Tal, an angel - captain The antagonists a superior demon Ba-al Rafar, Prince of Babylon. Edith, Andy, Bobby and the Remnant are praying Christians involved in the spiritual warfare:

Edith started to weep.” There is still an evil spirit out there,” she cried. He’s doing great mischief. His name is … Raphael … Raving…”

Boby Corsi spoke up. “Rafar!”. 

Edith looked up at him with wide eyes. “Yes! Yes! That’s the name the Lord’s impressing upon me!”

“Rafar!” Bobby said again. ”He is the big wheel!” 

Tal could only back away from the fearsome onslaught of the demon prince, his good hand still holding his sword up for defense. Rafar kept swinging and slashing, the sparks flying from the blades as they met. Tal’s arm sank lower with each blow.

“The Lord … rebuke you!” Tal found the breath to say again.

Edith Duster was on her feet and ready to shout it to the heavens. “Rafar, you wicked prince of evil, in the name of Jesus we rebuke you!”

Rafar’s blade zinged over Tal’s head. It missed.

“We bind you!” shouted the Remnant. 

The big yellow eyes winced.

“We cast you out!” Andy said.

There was a puff of sulfur and Rafar bent over. Tal leaped to his feet.

“We rebuke you Rafar!” Edith shouted again.

Rafar screamed. Tal’s blade had torn him open.

The big red blade came down with a clang against Tal’s, but that angelic sword was singing with a new resonance. It cut through the air in fierce arc. With his one good hand, Tal kept swinging, slashing, cutting, pushing Rafar’s back  … …

The big beast swayed forward. He let out one last hissing sigh, and rumbled to the floor in a cloud of red.

And it was quiet.

Tal could not breathe. He could not move. All he could see was red vapor spreading along the floor like thin fog and darkness all around that huge body.

But …yes. Somewhere the saints were praying. He could feel it. He was healing.

If you have grown up in a Pentecostal church you will recognize many familiar themes: We have authority over demons and can rebuke them, bind them and cast them out in Jesus name. Prayer is an essential tool in the spiritual warfare. On the other hand we do teach that angels and demons are spirits and it has hard to imagine how they can fight one another with actual swords. It is also peculiar that the prayers of Christians can heal an angel! Of more theological importance are the rhetorical questions: Are angels depending on our prayers or on the authority of God? Does the life of Christians center around  spiritual warfare? This Pentecostal star-wars seems rather amusing, but we must not underestimate how this kind of literature can blur a sound angelology. Robert Guelich has clearly exposed the unscriptural tenants in Peretti’s literature
, but I am afraid that his voice is only heard by Pentecostal scholars,  who belong to the elite group in their rank and file who have never read any of his books. 

Throughout the ages fiction has proven to be an effective way to convey Christian truths and ethics. John Bunyan’s “A Pilgrim’s Progress” of the 17th century is the book that has been sold and read most next to the Bible. C.S. Lewis has been very successful in this genre in the midst of the 20th century. Many of his novels are still being sold today. Contemporary authors like Adrian Plass and Randy Alcorn are very popular today. Partly due to the success of Peretti’s books, this kind of literature seems to be very appealing for many Pentecostals. For that reason it seems important to evaluate in what way it influences their theology and worldview.

Pentecostals and eschatology

Before I expand on the Left Behind series of LaHaye and Jenkins I need to make some preliminary remarks on Pentecostal eschatology. D.J. Wilson has stated in his opening remark in the section Eschatology in the New International  Dictionary of Pentecostal Charismatic Movements :

For most Christians the present determines the future: they believe they will reap what they sow. But for most Pentecostals the future determines the presence: their view of eschatology governs their view of current events. Their interpretation of prophecy has had a very significant effect on their perception of world historical events and on their political and social response to those events
.

One can hardly overstate the importance of eschatology in the early years of Pentecostalism. Combining James 5:7 with Joel 2:23-31 they interpreted the outpouring of the Holy Spirit  as the “Latter Rain”, that would prepare true believers for the coming of the Lord. For decades it was preached that speaking in tongues  was a necessary experience to go up in the Rapture
. Stanley Horton recalls that in those days his grandfather Elmer K. Fisher, pastor of the Upper Room Mission in Los Angeles, refused to let his mother go to high school, when she finished the eight grade. He felt it would be a waste of time since the Lord was coming so soon
.  Vinson Synan stated that “early Pentecostalism was less a tongues movement and more a Jesus-is-coming movement”
. A view that is supported by Robert Anderson in his Vision of the Disinherited
 and by Bill Faupel in his “The Everlasting Gospel”. 
. Charles Fox Parham, believed tongues were known earthly languages any missionary could instantly use to reap the final harvest of souls before the imminent, premillennial rapture of the church
. William Seymour wrote in his Apostolic Faith paper in January 1907, "All the testimonies of His coming that have been going on for months are a witness that He is coming soon. But when the trumpet sounds, it will be too late to prepare. Those that are not ready at the rapture will be left to go through the awful tribulation that is coming upon the earth..
" Ten months later E.A. Sexton re-affirmed Parham’s view on xenolalia: 

If Jesus tarries until we have to learn all the languages of the world in colleges, He will not come soon, for not one hundredth part of the languages of the world is known or taught in our high schools and colleges. It is daring mockery to say this world will be evangelised through the channel of education.

Early European Pentecostals also recognized the outpouring of the Spirit as a sign of the immanent return of Christ, as is expressed by G.R. Polman in an article in Confidence in 1911:

As I have believed from the beginning, I believe today, that the Pentecostal Baptism has its Pentecostal evidence, namely the speaking in tongues. We believe that God is moving on to the end quickly, that we are living in the last days, and that we are living even in the last hour. God works in cycles, and as was the beginning of the last dispensation, so will be the end. At the end of the present cycle we are touching the beginning. James speaks of the husbandman who is patiently waiting for the early and the latter rain in view of the Coming of the Lord Jesus. So we say while the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost was the early rain, we are having now at the end of the outpouring this ‘Latter Rain’. At the early rain there was speaking in tongues. How are we to know that we are now receiving the Latter Rain? Because we see the same manifestation – speaking in tongues.

Gerald Shepperd has tried to prove that Pentecostals originally were not dispensational fundamentalists
. I do agree with him that such is certainly true with regards to Pentecostal ecclesiology, on the other hand I think that it is fair to say that the eschatological frame of mind of the early Pentecostals was shaped predominantly by a mild form of premillennial dispensationalism
. The Scofield Reference Bible, which is called by many ‘the most effective tool for the dissemination of dispensationalism in America.’
, was aggressively promoted by the Assemblies of God publishing operation. Students at the A/G schools of Central Bible Institute (CBI) and Glad Tidings Bible Institute were required to take classes in dispensational truths and topology
. By the mid 1920’s CBI included in its correspondence program a class on prophecy with followed the dispensational outline very closely.
. 

It is peculiar to note that futurist premillennialism appears to have its origin in the Catholic Counter-Reformation
, in order to prove to the Protestant Reformers that the present pope could not possibly be the Anti-Christ. The French Revolution emerged a new revival of prophetic concern The decade of the 1790’s constituted an experience in apocalypticism for many Christians.
  Napoleon was identified with Apollyon, the Greek name of the Antichrist in Revelation 9:11.
 Particularly in Great Britain a new interest is the books of Daniel and Revelation emerged. In 1829 the so-called Albury conferences, hosted by Henry Dummond agreed on the following six points:

1. This “dispensation” or “age” will not end “insensibly” but cataclysmically in judgment and destruction of the church in the same manner in which the Jewish dispensation ended.

2. The Jews will be restored to Palestine during the time of judgement.

3. The judgement to come will fall principally upon Christendom.

4. When the judgment is past, the millennium will begin.

5. The Second Advent of Christ will occur before the millennium.

6. The 1260 years of Daniel 7 and Revelation 13 ought to be measured from the reign of (pope) Justinian to the French Revolution. The vials of wrath (Revelation 16) are now being poured out and the Second Advent is imminent.

One of the participants of this conference was the Scottish preacher Edward Irving. Like many millenarians, he felt that the Scriptures predicted a restitution of Pentecostal charisma in the last days. When Scotland experienced an outbreak of the gift of tongues and healings in the early 1830’s, he believed that the expected outpouring of the Holy Spirit had begun
.  Mark Patterson and Andrew Walker make a convincing case that the key tenets of premillennial dispensationalism are rooted rather in the teachings of Irving than in John Nelson Darby
.  Nevertheless Darby (1800-1882), the founder of the Plymouth Brethren, needs to be recognized as the one who developed the premillennial dispensational eschatology that has been adopted by the majority of the Pentecostals, although we also have mid- and postoriented tribulationists. Darby contended that there would be a rapture of the church prior to a seven-year tribulation period during which the Antichrist would be revealed. At the end of the years, Christ would return with his saints and, in the great battle of Armageddon, defeat the satanic force. In the second half of the 19th century this dispensational theology became very popular among evangelicals in the United States
. In 1909 Cyrus Scofield (1843-1921) enshrined Daby’s dispensationalism in his popular Reference Bible. In the 1970’s it was popularized by Hal Lindsey’s “The Late Great Planet Earth”
. In the 1990’s it was promoted by a twelve volume novel series by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins. The first volume entitled “Left Behind was published in 1995. The last entitled “Glorious Appearing” in March 2004. 

Left Behind
The Left behind series has become the most successful Christian fiction

series in history. The twelve titles in the series - Left Behind, Tribulation Force,

Nicolae, Soul Harvest, Apollyon, Assassins, The Indwelling, The Mark, Desecration,

The Remnant, Armageddon and The Glorious Appearing, have already sold more than 60 million copies in  34 languages
. These Biblical techno-thrillers about the end of the world are currently outselling Stephen King, John Grisham and every other pop novelist in America. The "core buyer" is described as a born-again Christian woman aged between 25-54, married with kids, who is college graduate and living in the South of the USA
. There is also a Left Behind Kids Series (40 volumes and six audio sets), a Left Behind Series Graphic Novels (5 volumes), a Military Series (3 volumes), a Political Series (3 volumes, a Bible Study Series (4 volumes), two movies available on VHS and DVD (“Left Behind” and “The Tribulation Force”) and a popular Web site (www.leftbehind.com) that generates more than 50,000 hits a day.
  The authors have earned $10 million each out of the royalties for this series.
 Dan Barlow, marketing director of Tyndale House Publishers states: “We are not engineering all of this success. It’s God really using it in a mighty way”. They receive many letters form many readers who state that the books led them to re-evaluate their lives and prepare for the return of Christ.
   The authors claim that these books brought some 3,000 people to Christ.
.
The idea for this series originated in the 1986 while Tim LaHaye was on an aeroplane flight.
 On the aeroplane he noticed a pilot, wearing a wedding ring, flirting with a flight attendant. What if this were the moment God had picked to rapture the faithful, leaving behind only their clothes and a lot of bewildered unbelievers? he thought
. This became the plot for his first novel. He initially tried to write this fiction novel about the rapture himself. His publisher was not really satisfied with this attempt and suggested to co-operate with Jerry Jenkins, who had published novels for the evangelical market, including a series of Christian mysteries and  Billy Graham's memoir "Just as I Am."
 Jenkins, a sportswriter while he attended Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, had written more than 50 works of fiction when LaHaye's agent introduced the two in 1991.
The main protagonists in the series are airline pilot Rayford (“Ray”) Steele, his daughter Chloe Steele Williams, journalist Cameron (“Buck”) Williams and Bruce Barnes, visitation pastor of the New Hope Village Church of Mount Prospect, Illinois. All of them were left behind at the rapture and subsequently found Christ. The four of them start a tribulation force to fight against the antichrist. As the series develops two Jews become very prominent: Dr. Chaim Rosenzweig, Israeli botanist and statesman, who kills the Antichrist with a piece of glass and Tsion Ben-Judah, a former rabbinical scholar and Israeli statesman, who revealed belief in Jesus as the Messiah on international TV. The main antagonists are Nicolae Jetty Carpathia, the Antichrist, former president of Romania, who becomes secretary-general of the United Nations shortly after the Rapture, appoints himself as the potentate of the Global Community, assassinated in Jerusalem and resurrected at the Global Community palace complex New Babylon in Iraq by Leon Fortunato, the false prophet, Carpathia’s right hand and Supreme Commander of the Global Community. There is also a sinister role of Peter Matthews, former archbishop of Cincinnati, who becomes pope after the rapture of the former pope (!) and the amalgamator of all religions except Judaism and Christianity.

We will now look at a clip from the movie that was made based on this novel. The movie was not really a blockbuster.  Tim LaHaye was very disappointed that they only invested $ 17 million and sued the film producers because they had promised him they would at least invest $ 40 million.

The rapture described in Left Behind portrays this event as a sudden dramatic crises, where all born-again Christians and all children even embryos in the mother’s womb spontaneously disappear at the same moment all over the earth. Planes and cars crash as their pilots and drivers are suddenly taken away.
 From this point onwards the series develops into a catastrophic unfolding of an endtime scenario, as the authors mix the tenants of premillennial dispensationalism with their own political presuppositions and imagination. Time and again the protagonists quote scriptures and add their sometimes peculiar and speculative interpretations
. Many times it is hard to separate fiction from a literal biblical interpretation. On the one hand the authors seem to go out of their way to stay as close to the literal biblical text as possible with sometimes hilarious images like Carpathia and Fortunate exhaling three slimy froglike beings into robots
 as fulfilment of Revelation 16:13 “Then I saw three evil spirits, that looked like frogs, they came out of the mouth of the dragon, out of the mouth of the beast and out of the mouth of the false prophet”.  On the other hand they freely add new phenomena. The Mark of the beast (Rev. 13:16-17) for instance is portrayed as a miniature bio-chip, which contains one’s Zipcode or names of the Antichrist
 Everyone who conscientiously has received this mark, cannot be saved anymore even if one desperately desires to become a Christian later
. The 144.000, all Messianic Jews, have a Seal of God on their foreheads, which protects them against evil manipulation
.  In the end also believers during the great tribulation receive a mark, a three-dimensional cross on the forehead, which only fellow-believers can perceive
. There is no mention of speaking of tongues, but a few times a hearing miracle is recorded. The two witnesses at the Wailing Wall, Moishe and Eli, speak ancient Hebrew, but everybody can understand them in their own language
.  The 144.000 do not need an interpreter when a believer is addressing them, but cannot understand a word when unbelievers are talking to them.
 After the return of Christ everyone understands the other even though all are speaking their native language.
 Refuge places in Jewish and Christian history like Masada and Petra reappear to give shelter to the new believers.
 The French Guillotine is re-instated to behead those who refuse to carry the mark of the beast.
 In end the words of Jesus quoting scriptures in King James language defeat the enemies of the antichrist
 The continuous mix of fiction, scriptural references and fragments of history leaves the uncritical reader the impression that the presented stories are biblically sound and historically reliable.  Let me illustrate this by quoting a section out of the latest book “Glorious Appearing” where Chaim Rosenzweig explains to Rayford Steele and others that there is an interval between the Second Coming of Christ on Earth and the  beginning of the Millennium:

“Excellent!” Chaim said.“That is indeed where I was going and what we will discuss this evening. From the Glorious Appearing to the actual beginning of the millennial kingdom, there is a seventy-five-day interval. If it took God just six days to create the heavens and the earth and the earth and man himself, imagine how much work Jesus must have if He has been allotted seventy-five days in which to do it.”
”Where do you get that out of the Bible?” Rayford said. “I mean, I’m no great student or anything, but I’ve tried to read a lot.”
”Good question, The answer is found partly in Daniel 12:11-12. Listen to the fist of those verses:’And from the time that the daily sacrifice is taken away, and the abomination of desolation is set up, there shall be one thousand two hundred and ninety days.’ Rayford, you remember when Antichrist defiled the temple?”
”Do I.”
”That was the abomination of desolation. And that was one thousand two hundred and sixty days before the Glorious Appearing. So we are already talking about thirty days more. And the next verse says, ’Blessed is he who waits, and comes to the one thousand three hundred and thirty-five days.’ That’s another forty-five days, giving us a total of seventy-five more days.”

How should we react to this kind of eschatological fiction? From a academic point of view the Left Behind series have been treated with indifference for many years. I agree with Tom Sine however that academics often don’t recognise how influential authors like LaHaye are with their rank-and-file
. The series has received some resistance, but only a few scholars have written a serious theological response. Just recently two books have been published with a critical analysis
 Ben Witherington III of Asbury Theological Seminary labelled it as “Beam me up theology” 
 Looking at this literature from an aesthetic point of view Joanne M. Swenson characterised it as “iridescent urgency”
.  From the denominational platform in the United Sates there have been at least two official rejections: The 2001 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church overwhelmingly passed a resolution that the theology of the series is “not in accord with our Reformed understanding of the New Testament Book of Revelation”.
  The Lutheran Church Missouri Synod also published that “such views conflict with the Lutheran position”
. In Pentecostal literature I have found hardly any critical remarks. The Assemblies of God (USA) website carries a friendly interview with LaHaye, which is an excerpt of the cover-article of the Pentecostal Evangel of May 2000
. In a review of the 11th publication Armaggedon the A/G site for their national youth ministries  Teri Modisette commented: It’s worth every second of your reading time. The only drawback is waiting for book twelve!
.

It is important to realise that the reader of the Left Behind Series is buying into the theology and the worldview of the authors, in particular that of Tim LaHaye since he is the one who outlines what will happen in each book, according to his literal interpretation of the Bible. In Jenkins own words: "I defer to him on theology; he defers to me on fiction"
.

On his personal web-site, which opens with the visual and audible scripture of 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17 while loading
, Tim LaHaye is introduced as follows: 

“Dr. Tim LaHaye is a noted author, minister, and nationally recognised speaker on Bible prophecy. LaHaye is the founder and president of Tim LaHaye Ministries and the co-founder of the Pre-Trib Research Centre…. For 25 years, LaHaye pastored one of the nation's outstanding churches in San Diego, California, which grew to three locations. … LaHaye has written more than 50 non-fiction books on a wide range of subjects such as: family life, temperaments, sexual adjustment, Bible prophecy, the will of God, Jesus Christ, and secular humanism with over 13 million in print, some of which have been translated into thirty-two foreign languages…  LaHaye holds a Doctor of Ministry degree from Western Theological Seminary and the Doctor of Literature degree from Liberty University
.
David Gates reveals how Tim LaHaye received his particular interest in eschatology: “He was 8 years old when he accepted Christ, 10 when his father died. "At his graveside, I was in despair," he recalls. "And the minister—I remember it as if it was yesterday—looked up at the sky and he said, 'This is not the end of Frank LaHaye. The day is going to come when Jesus will show himself and the dead in Christ will rise. And we who are alive in the Name will be caught up together in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.' And one of my driving passions has been to help lay-people understand that the word of God means what it says and says what it means."

Tim LaHaye (78) met his wife Beverly at the Bob Jones University, which is known as the citadel of biblical Christianity
, in the late 1940s.  In those days he was so poor that “he did not have two nickels to rub together”
. While he served as pastor of the Scott Memorial Baptist Church in San Diego in the 1960s and’70s he became of notable player in the world of the Religious Right. In 1976 he and his wife wrote a best-selling “Christian” sex manual entitled “The Act of Marriage”. In 1979 they founded the organisation Concerned Women for America, to counter feminism. In 1980 LaHaye was present at the birth of the Moral Majority and agreed to serve on the organisation’s first board of directors.
 In 1981 LaHaye was co-founder of the Council for National Policy, an umbrella-organisation which promoted a theocratic agenda. In 1982 he joined the steering committee of Council on Revival, a far-right group that wanted to impose biblical law on America. In 1983 he opened the American Coalition for Traditional Values. This group tried to mobilise Christian voters to elect conservative candidates to public office. In the 1980’s LaHaye’s image was damaged because he was accused of accepting a substantial gift from the cult-leader Sun Myung Moon from the Unification Church. Although he stated that he did not support Moon’s doctrine, LaHaye took a low-profile position for some years after this incident.
 

LaHaye’s political beliefs are perhaps best summed up in his “Battle for the Mind” of 1980
 and his updated “Mind Siege” of 2000,  which he wrote together with David Noebel
. In their book LaHaye and Noebel claim that the secular humanist ideology dominates the major institutions of American life and the United Nations and “undermine the moral fabric of America”. The five tenets of secular humanism they attack are: atheism, evolution, amorality, autonomous man and globalism. They fear a dangerous humanist conspiracy that plans to take over the world and urge Christians to take a stand against them. We find the same kind of worldview in the Left Behind series.  In the novel “Left Behind” Dirk Button reveals the same kind of conspiracy theory to Buck Williams and was subsequently killed because he knew too much
.Christian ethicist David Gushee points out that the Left Behind series capitalises on “the most passionately held fears and suspicions of a certain strain of American evangelical Christianity.” It is a worldview, warns Gushee, that is built on “anti-internationalism, anti-United Nations, anti-pacifism, anti-multilateralism, anti-ecumenism, anti-Catholicism, and conspiracy theory thinking,”
.
The eschatology of Tim LaHaye is classical premillennial dispensationalism, as is displayed in his voluminous fiction and non-fictional books on this topic. Although he is cautious to mention a date of Christ return, he seems convinced that we are living in the end-times. In his book Are We Living in the End Times? LaHaye lays out twenty reasons for believing that the Rapture and Tribulation could occur during our generation, including arguments like the recognition of the state of Israel, the technology for the mark of the beast, a trend toward a one-world government and satellite links.
  His books are  based on a theology of fear rather than hope. LaHaye does not hesitate to use that fear as an incentive to promote his conservative political ideas. In an article written before the presidential elections in 2000, which is still available on his own web-site, he warns: “This country cannot survive another unaccountable administration that betrays our national security by giving our missile secrets to communist China and our other mortal enemies, so that when Russia goes down after Israel just before the Tribulation, the U.S. is no longer equipped to make more than a diplomatic objection.”
  He urges Christians to use their vote to stop the Liberal Socialist politicians to turn the control of the United States over to the United Nations and ends with the stunning statement: “I am convinced that the church is the only body in America that will determine if we will go into a socialist dominated government before or after the Rapture. We know it will be after the Rapture. Whether we become just another socialist state before the Rapture depends on our nation’s pastor-shepherds.”
 

Conclusion

Some have suggested that this end-time literature says more about popular American Christianity than about the end times
, but I think that we as European Pentecostals have to admit that this eschatology sounds very familiar. We also have to realise that this goes beyond mere futuristic speculation; our eschatology has significant consequences for many aspects of life, like our social concern
, ethics
, aesthetics
, political choice and our care for the environment. In 1981 for instance James Watt, Secretary of the Interior under Ronald Reagan, told Congress that there was little point in protecting the environment, since the Second Coming could be just around the corner.
 As Europeans we should be concerned that the theory of the Restored Roman Empire in the end times, makes us very suspicious in the eyes of the rest of the Christian world and does create a sceptical attitude towards any kind of unification, globalism or ecumenism in our own rank and file.

The eschatological fiction of Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins proves that we must be careful not to mix our personal worldview with a so-called literal interpretation of the Bible. The book of Revelation itself warns us not to add to the prophecy of this book (Rev. 22:18). The few scriptures about the rapture for instance (1 Thessalonians 4:14-17,  1 Corinthians 15:51-57, Matthew 24:40-41) do indicate an abrupt change in the physical condition of those who are in Christ, but they do not say anything about a global catastrophe as a direct consequence of this event. Maybe God will send angels to land planes or stop cars supernaturally. Nobody really knows if we do speculate, we must make sure that we indicate that this is only one of the possible scenarios of how the future will unfold. These scriptures also do not indicate all children including embryos will take part in the rapture. It all depends whether you believe that we are all saved up and to the years that we are accountable for our own choices. Others will argue that every baby is born in sin and every infant has a wicked sin nature (Rom. 5:12; Psalm 51:5; Job 14:4; Psalm 58:3)
.  The point is  that we should not break scriptures open and fill these with our own theological and ethical presuppositions. The context of the rapture scriptures indicates that it is an appeal for Christians to be ready for the coming of Christ, it is not an appeal for the non-Christians to repent in order to escape the wrath of God. As a Pentecostal I also miss any reference to the Holy Spirit in these end-time fantasies. Will the Holy Spirit also be raptured as some have suggested?
 That seems incompatible with the fact that millions of people are getting saved even during the Great Tribulation. What really concerns me is that the image of God is marred. The more I read this kind of literature the more I get convinced that they do not portray the God I know personally and through His word. I seem to be in good company because even co-author Jenkins admits that he is sometimes troubled by the apparently vengeful elements in their books.


 Fiction can and should be used as a powerful tool to communicate the gospel in the form of a parable or modern myth. It appeals to the more visionary and experientially oriented post-modern generation. Pentecostals can effectively mix it with biographical or testimonial material.  When we constantly integrate it with quotations of scriptures however, as is done in the Left Behind series, the reader is tempted to think that is as inspired and inerrant as the Bible itself.  We must give Tim LaHaye credit though that he has managed to communicate his worldview and interpretation of the Bible in a very effective and influential way. It should appeal to us to create an effective bridge between our biblical research and the reading diet of the average Christian. Tom Sine of the Sojourners, worded this as follows: 

“Christian communicators and educators have much to learn from Tim LaHaye about communicating in accessible and convincing ways. We need to find better ways to communicate compellingly a biblical vision of hope and transformation to those at grass roots, to provide the alternative to the eschatology of escape and the politics of fear”

The Left Behind series should also motivate us to re-think our dispensational heritage and develop an eschatology which is appealing, biblical  and relevant and is compatible with our Pentecostal identity. That identity does include a literal interpretation of scripture,  but excludes a negative and fatalistic ecclesiology and a rigid application of Old Testament prophecies for the next dispensation only. Sheppard convincingly showed that the optimistic flavour of early Pentecostalism is in conflict with the dark prospect of impending destruction of the dispensationalists
.  In spite of the popularity of the Scofield Bible among early Pentecostals, fundamentalists used the same book to prove that practices like glossollalia and divine healing ceased with the apostles of the New Testament
. Already in the 1980’s some Pentecostal scholars tried to expose the uneasy relationship between Dispensationalism and Pentecostalism
 But so far nobody seems to have been able to deliver a biblical and broadly acceptable alternative. In the International Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements of 2002, Frank Macchia notes that “a number of Pentecostals are calling for a revisioning of eschatological passion that preserves a legitimate desire for the coming of the Kingdom of God in righteousness and justice, but without the triumphalist and escapist tendencies of earlier convictions.”
 He adds that a positive apocalyptic eschatology will create a strong moral and ethical consciousness and enhance Pentecostal social action.
. Recently an interesting dialogue has been published between Jürgen M. Moltmann and his Theology of Hope and a number of prominent Pentecostal scholars.
 Lemmer Du Plessis from South Africa has recently written a Pentecostal eschatology in Afrikaans
 and is presently working on an English edition. He must be commended for his attempt to write an eschatology in the context of Christology, the  Kingdom of God and Ecclesiology, but his description of the fulfilment of the end times is an uncritical copy of premillennial dispensationalism
 May I suggest in closing that a Pentecostal eschatology should include the following elements:

1. Include the illumination of the Holy Spirit as we develop our eschatology, but do not abuse this by claiming absolute authority.

2. Interpret the prophetic sections in the Bible as literal as possible, but leave room for symbolism, especially when futuristic elements or heavenly visitations are described. We must bear in mind that the ancient authors may have seen visions of  elements they were not familiar with and had to describe in their own words. Just imagine the apostle John describing the terrorist attack on 9/11.  Of course heaven is a different dimension all together. We would have difficulty to describe this ourselves.

3. Do a thorough research of the context of the time and circumstances under which these prophecies have been written. One does not become a preterist by doing this basic hermeneutical groundwork.

4. Integrate the work of the Holy Spirit in this and the future end-time generation and develop an eschatology in which He has a prominent role.

5. Concentrate on our responsibility in the now rather than speculate over detailed end-time charts. The immanent return of Christ should urge us to be His witnesses (Acts 1:6-8), but also to be active in social help (Matthew 25:34-46). The Biblical call to be prepared for the coming of Christ has proven to be an effective tool to stress the urgency and priority of world-evangelism. 

6. Relate the powers of the coming age, including the charismata, to the revelation of the Kingdom of God in the present in order to make the message of the gospel relevant in our generation (Matthew 10:5-9,  Luke 10:8-9, Mark 16:17-18, Hebrews 6:5). The incarnation of Christ implied a transition from the old into the new covenant. In a similar way the Pentecostals have seen the outpouring of the Spirit as a transition into the coming age, rather then the abrupt end of this dispensation. 

7. Present the Book of Revelation as a message of hope for the persecuted church.

8. Be careful not to be too specific or dogmatic as we pre-fulfil scriptures that could be meant for future generations. Who could have envisioned the fulfilment of the many scriptures about Jesus Christ. However, once these were fulfilled His disciples recognised how specific God had predicted these events. Let me read Matthew 27:5-10 as an example (N.I.V.-translation):


”5So Judas threw the money into the temple and left. Then he went away and hanged himself. 6The chief priests picked up the coins and said, "It is against the law to put this into the treasury, since it is blood money." 7So they decided to use the money to buy the potter's field as a burial place for foreigners. 8That is why it has been called the Field of Blood to this day. 9Then what was spoken by Jeremiah the prophet was fulfilled: "They took the thirty silver coins, the price set on him by the people of Israel, 10and they used them to buy the potter's field, as the Lord commanded me."
 

Who could have predicted this. We may be in for some surprises in the future as well. 

The real end, which is not fiction, is:

Come, Lord Jesus. The grace of the Lord Jesus be with God’s people. Amen - (Rev. 22:21)

� Connie Karsten on behalf of the EPTA, letter of invitation 14th February 2004
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