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I
n the late spring of 1982, as I was preparing to accept the pastorate of a Presbyter-
ian church north of Dallas, I went through the transition process from one pres-
bytery to another, which involved the obligatory interview with Grace Presbytery’s

Committee on Ministry. I will never forget the combination of fear and excitement that
swept over me that day—the same combination that had fueled my diligent written
preparations required by the examining presbytery. Those papers were now in the hands
of a dozen or so C.O.M. members, who scrutinized them carefully as I sat there in the
meeting room waiting for the conversation to begin. After a long silence, it was Bill
Jablonowski who spoke first. “Bill Jab,” as I eventually came to know him, was both a
lovable and formidable giant of a man—a graduate of this institution, a highly visible
figure throughout our denomination, and for something like forty years the fabled pas-
tor of St. Stephen Presbyterian Church in Fort Worth—but on this particular day he
was my inquisitor. Having finished reviewing my materials, he lifted his steely eyes
above the top edge of my papers and asked me one question: “Are you a dispensation-
alist?”

I remember the immediate offense of the question. How could anybody who had
read my papers—loaded with references to both Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr,
Henri Nouwen, Will Campbell, Dorothy Day, and other such religious luminaries—
dare to ask a question like that? If I even knew how to spell the word “dispensational-
ism,” the vague sense I had of it was that it was a kind of fundamentalism favored by
churches seizing on such current events as cold war politics and contemporary dictators
and various natural catastrophes and weaving them into end-time prophecies regarding
precisely when the world would end. The very idea—me a dispensationalist!

Only with the passage of a great deal of time did I come to know that Bill Jab’s
question that day was a routine one in that presbytery, and that there was a painful his-
tory behind that question. Dallas, after all, was the historic epicenter of the dispensa-
tionalist thinking of C. I. Scofield (of Scofield Reference Bible fame) and L. S.
Chafer—thinking which had infected and even split a number of Presbyterian church-
es. Indeed, in Dallas a prominent independent seminary (which exists to this day) had
been established in the early twentieth century to propagate such thinking. In the Pres-
byterian Church in the United States—the church which established this seminary and
one of the predecessor churches to our present denomination—the theological contro-
versies caused by dispensationalism led the General Assembly to conclude in 1944 that
certain of its doctrines were out of accord with our own theological standards. Dispen-
sationalism became, in fact, the only theological system to be identified by name by the
P.C.U.S. as heresy. The “nub” of the issue, as the church saw it, was that dispensation-
alism affirmed, through its division of human history into a series of “ages,” that God
dealt in different ways with different groups living in different periods of time. Dis-
pensationalism presumed too much knowledge regarding the Second Coming of Jesus
Christ, and appeared to subvert the huge mystery of time, and its end, to a neat scheme
devised by humans and laid like a grid over the testimony of scripture and God’s own
job description as Author, Finisher, and Redeemer of the world. This was in dramatic
contradiction to the Reformed belief in a Sovereign God who is concerned, from the
creation to the consummation of our time, with but one overarching covenant of grace
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through which the cosmos will be judged and redeemed. When in 1978 the church’s
General Assembly returned again to this matter in the position paper, “Escatology: The
Doctrine of Last Things,” it reaffirmed the church’s stand regarding dispensationalism
and said: “Confidence in the future vindication of God’s way with evil and the redemp-
tion of the world enables us as a Community of Faith, Hope, and Love to commit our-
selves collectively to the struggle against corruption and decay, ready always to make
common cause with people of good will everywhere who seek to preserve the earth and
to both maintain and enhance life.” 

Twenty-three years after that presbytery examination and Bill Jab’s unsettling ques-
tion, “dispensationalism” is still alive and maybe even thriving. Andy Dearman’s
overview of various of its biblical and theological issues acknowledges its links with the
popular Left Behind phenomenon that has swept our culture—a phenomenon that
demands our attention and careful discernment, if for no other reason than that the
series has a magnetic appeal, and we owe our parishioners a thoughtful critique of it,
warts and all. Kenda Creasy Dean of Princeton Theological Seminary suggests that Left
Behind has itself been left behind by contemporary youth culture, but that eschatol-
ogy’s offer of radical hope still has profound purchasing power with teenagers and with
all of us. Charles Wiley, Lanier Burns, and a thoughtful panel of pastors bring addi-
tional perspectives to this issue. Finally, former General Assembly Moderator Fahed
Abu-Akel and Rabbi Samuel Barth offer two distinctly different perspectives on the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)’s selective divestment polity (a timely conversation, given
both current events and dispensationalism’s historic and strategic interest in preserving
the modern nation of Israel as the site to which Jesus will return and then sort out the
true believers from the false). 

Most importantly, from my perspective, our culture’s contemporary, even if fad-
dish, interest in dispensationalism reminds us that we continue to yearn for a reverent
sense of the “upper story” of life—a sense that our world, even in its chaos, is heading
toward a purposeful destination. Let it be that we not scoff at that yearning, but that
we mine the resources of our faith for constant ways to proclaim to our people that
“Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again.”

Theodore J. Wardlaw
President, Austin Seminary
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uestion: Who are the two best-selling American authors ever? If you
answered Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, you are correct. They are the co-
authors of the popular Left Behind series, published by Tyndale Press. In dra-
matic fashion, their novels follow fictional characters through the “last days”

predicted by scripture, as interpreted through classic principles of dispensationalism
(these principles will be discussed further, below). The plot begins with the rapture of
millions of Christians from this world, progresses through seven years of a great inter-
national tribulation, and concludes with the return of Christ to set up his 1,000-year
earthly rule in Jerusalem. Events during the tribulation include the rise of the Antichrist
(depicted as a Romanian) as a world leader, war against Israel, the persecution of Jews,
and the conversion of Jews to Christianity. In 2004 they published the twelfth and final
volume in the series. With sales of the series approaching seventy million volumes and
translations in the works, the Reverend LaHaye and Mr. Jenkins (a professional writer
who put LaHaye’s ideas in dramatic prose) are the best-selling American authors ever!

READING THE BIBLE WITH
DISPENSATIONALISTS

J .  AN D R EW DE A R M A N

J. Andrew Dearman is professor of Old Testament at Austin Seminary. He earned the BA from the
University of North Carolina, the MDiv from Princeton Theological Seminary and the PhD from
Emory University. He is the author of six books including Jeremiah & Lamentations (NIVAC; Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2002) and Hosea (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, forthcoming) and has
contributed to several scholarly texts, including more than forty entries in the HarperCollins Bible
Dictionary, Revised Edition. He is editor of Hozions in Biblical Theology and has served on the
editorial board of the Journal of Biblical Literature for the Society of Biblical Literature.
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THE CLASSIC PRINCIPLES OF DISPENSATIONALISM

Dispensationalism” is a term referring to a system of biblical interpretation that
arose in the nineteenth century and remains influential in modern Christianity.

It is based on the conviction that the unfolding biblical revelation should be divided
into different dispensations, that is, into discrete periods of time. In each dispensation,
God’s revelation emphasizes particular ways to respond that might subsequently be
modified in another dispensation. At first glance, the concept should not be contro-
versial, even if the term dispensationalism is itself not widely recognized. After all, the
most basic division in the Christian Bible is between the Old and New Testaments,
acknowledging at least two dispensations in the manner of God’s self-revelation. Dis-
pensationalism, however, further emphasizes the interpretive task of “rightly dividing
the word of truth” (see 2 Tim. 2:15) and adhering to a literal interpretation of scripture
wherever possible. And so, in one classical scheme developed by C. I. Scofield in the
nineteenth century, seven dispensations were discerned in scripture, which for the sake
of convenience can be summarized as follows: 1. Innocence (before the Fall); 2. Con-
science (Fall to the Flood); 3. Human Government (Noah to Abraham); 4. Promise
(Abraham to Moses); 5. Law (Moses to Christ); 6. Grace (the church age); and 7. King-
dom, Millennial, or Divine Government (the millennium).

THE LOGIC AND HISTORY OF DISPENSATIONALISM

Readers who react quizzically to the term dispensationalism may nevertheless rec-
ognize its fruit in the ever-popular study Bibles produced by C. I. Scofield and C.

C. Ryrie. Scofield (1843-1921) was a pastor in Dallas, Texas, who first published his
study Bible in 1909. He also founded a Bible school in Dallas, a predecessor to Dallas
Theological Seminary, which is today a vibrant theological institution and historically
an influential proponent of dispensationalism. One of its previous faculty members,
Ryrie (born in 1925) wrote a basic text, Dispensationalism Today (Chicago: Moody
Press, 1965), which sets forth basic vocabulary and convictions of what has become a
worldwide movement. 

In 2005, dispensationalism has both variety and vitality. For example, what is
called “progressive dispensationalism” is a recent development which represents an
understanding of eschatology and OT prophecy closer to classic Reformation teaching
on Israel and the church. Historically, however, dispensationalism has formulated
detailed doctrine in the matter of eschatology, based on the conviction that the Bible
provides the necessary data for discerning the details regarding the Second Coming of
Christ, the rise of the Antichrist, and the Apocalypse. One premise of classic dispensa-
tionalism is that the many promises in the Old Testament concerning Israel’s future
must have a literal earthly fulfillment. The fulfillment could come in an event near to
the time of a biblical writer, as with the return of Jews from exile in Babylon, or the ful-
fillment could come at a time far removed from the writer’s own, such as the emergence
of the modern state of Israel in 1948, or, as still anticipated, in a future millennial era.
This primacy of Old Testament prophecy is maintained even when the New Testament
writers do not take up such matters as a political reconstitution of Israel and its repos-
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session of the land of Canaan. Whereas much of western and eastern Christianity his-
torically understood the church to inherit the promises to Israel, classic dispensational-
ism has seen God’s plans for Israel and for the church remaining distinct until near the
end. For some dispensationalists, the Christian church (the dispensation of grace) is
even understood as a parentheses in what is otherwise an unfolding history with Israel
at center stage. This is essentially the scheme of the Left Behind series. For progressive
dispensationalists, however, the kingdom prophecies in the OT are inaugurated
through the birth and witness of the church, even though these texts may portend more
for the end of the age. 

Another claim of classic dispensationalism is that of a future rapture (a removal) of
Christians from planet Earth (1 Thess. 4:13-18), either leading to or accelerating a
reign of wickedness on the earth. There are various takes on what should follow, but
with born-again Christians gone, the point is that Israel and the Jews take center stage
in fulfillment of prophetic history. The end-time conversion of the Jews and the estab-
lishment of Christ’s millennial rule are the intersection between Israel (and the biblical
promises to it) and the church as the body of Christ on earth.

Much of dispensationalism is the common property of conservative Protestantism,
whether of the fundamentalist, evangelical, or Pentecostal wings. This is meant in two
ways. First, dispensationalism strongly stresses the person and work of Jesus Christ, his
atoning death, and bodily resurrection. Second, one is just as likely to encounter a dis-
cussion of “Israel in prophecy” or of “the rapture” in a Pentecostal church as in a non-
denominational Bible church, even if the two would disagree on the exercise of charis-
matic phenomena. On the other hand, since the public media are often unhelpful in
sorting out distinctions in American Christianity, dispensationalism is often included
in blanket terms such as “conservative Christians” and “evangelical Christianity.” That
description is fair, but in some cases, dispensationalism’s distinctives are assumed to be
characteristic of the whole of evangelical Christianity. For example, how many times
recently have the media proclaimed the unwavering support of evangelicals or conser-
vative Christians for the state of Israel? The recent book by Timothy Weber, On the
Road to Armageddon (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004), is a case in point. His book has the
subtitle, How Evangelicals Became Israel’s Best Friend. His book is actually a fine exam-
ination of the rise of dispensationalism and its current influence in the United States,
not a study of the broader movement of evangelical Christians. He demonstrates in
detail how earlier dispensationalists attempted to understand international circum-
stances in light of biblical prophecy, whether it be WWI, the dismemberment of the
Ottoman Empire, Hitler, WWII, or the formation of the modern state of Israel in
1948. 

Since classic dispensationalists believe that the state of Israel and Jews will be at the
center of an end-times tribulation, they are indeed some of the strongest supporters of
Israel in the United States. Israel must survive in order that Jews can convert to Chris-
tianity and Jerusalem can be the place where Christ sets up his millennial rule. Some of
them also share the conviction of religious Jews who settle in the West Bank, Golan
Heights, and the Gaza Strip, namely, that these areas are part of the larger portion of
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land promised forever to Israel (cf. the huge expanse of land in Gen. 15:13-21).4 Some,
furthermore, are supportive of religious Jews who want to see a temple rebuilt in
Jerusalem in the near future, or more commonly, dispensationalists anticipate a temple
in Jerusalem during the millennial reign of Christ. The grand visions of Ezekiel 40-48
are crucial to these differing expectations of a future temple in Israel.

When these religious motives are joined with the broad support that Israel enjoys
in the United States for its democracy and its right of self-defense, the result is that
American society is more supportive of Israel than virtually any other western nation.
And there are ramifications to such support. It influences such things as negative opin-
ions on Muslim peoples (and vice-versa), the two Iraq wars, the relative indifference
toward the plight of Arab Christians, and the amount of aid given Israel by the U.S.
government. Let’s be clear: the point at hand is not to question the legitimacy of sup-
port for Israel,5 but to understand the roots of one of its strongest sources.

POPULAR REPRESENTATION OF ISRAEL, THE RAPTURE, 
AND THE GREAT TRIBULATION

LaHaye and Jenkins, of course, are not the first writers to popularize the tenets of
classic dispensationalism. Early in the twentieth century, Sydney Watson wrote

three fictional works whose narrative schemes have some similarities to the Left Behind
series.6 And Hal Lindsey published the best-selling non-fiction work of the 1970s, The
Late Great Planet Earth (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970), an interpretation of bibli-
cal prophecy that saw the founding of the state of Israel in 1948 to be a sign that the
end of the world would come in the generation to follow. Lindsey outlined how Rus-
sia would attack Israel, based (among other texts) on Ezekiel 38-39. He also argued,
based on the books of Daniel and Revelation, that the European Common Market
would be a tool in the hands of the Antichrist. Lindsey, like LaHaye and Jenkins,
thought the rapture of the church would occur before the tribulation. The popularity
of Lindsey’s work gave rise to the bumper-sticker proverb, “In case of rapture, this vehi-
cle will be unmanned.” After thirty years the concept is still influential. Just recently a
bumper sticker in Austin, Texas, was spotted that proclaimed with secular sarcasm: “In
case of rapture, I get your car.” 

It is wrong to think of the Left Behind series as the exploitation of the faithful by
the cynical or as a fad. The authors and the publisher are one in their sincere commit-
ment to the Christian faith (as is Hal Lindsey). As for the popularity of the series: it
will eventually wane, but something else in the genre of prophetic interpretation will
take its place, or some surprising event may catch the attention of Christian futurists
with dramatic results. In any case, Christian speculation about the future is here to stay.
It fits with our culture’s drive to know and thereby to control the future. Furthermore,
there are now more independent/non-denominational churches in the United States
than in all the Protestant denominations put together. A significant percentage of those
churches are dispensationalist in their theology, or at least sympathetic to it. In dis-
tinction from most mainline churches, they are continuing to grow. In their numerical
decline, historic mainline denominations in the United States have become a double
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minority, in comparison first to the Roman Catholic Church and, secondly, to the ris-
ing tide of Evangelical and Pentecostal Christians.7

EXPLORING THE TEXTS

Dispensationalism has its own diversity, including critiques of best-sellers like The
Late Great Planet Earth and the Left Behind series. Nevertheless, the common

denominator within that diversity is a commitment to scripture as God’s authoritative
word. Conversation partners cannot avoid the matters of biblical authority and a liter-
al interpretation of Old Testament prophecies when entering the discussion on escha-
tology. To do so is to ensure that there will be no discussion, only the frustration of talk-
ing past one another. Let us, therefore, briefly consider some biblical texts common to
end-time discussion.

Ezekiel 38-48 
The first two chapters depict Israel restored in its land after exile (see Ezek. 37) and
invaded by a mysterious Gog and his forces. The last nine chapters have Ezekiel on a
high mountain walking through a city and temple constructed for the worship of God
and the revelation of his glory. Chapters 38-39 are typically cited by dispensationalists
as source material for warfare in the last days, and chapters 40-48 are often cited in the
description of the millennial reign of Christ that will follow the great tribulation of the
last days. 

Ezekiel 38:1 is a typical introduction to prophetic oracles (see 6:1; 7:1; 12:1; 13:1;
15:1; 16:1; 17:1; 18:1 21:1; 22:1; 23:1, etc.) and functions like the heading to a new
section in the book. This verse separates the material that follows in chapters 38-39
from a vision introduced previously in chapter 37, when the prophet is taken by the
“hand of the Lord” (cf. 40:1) and set in a valley of dry bones. That vision of Israel-
come-back-to-life in 37:1-14 confirms God’s resolve to bring Israel back from Baby-
lonian exile to the promised land. Chapters 38-39 presuppose Israel in its homeland,
but yet facing an enemy, Gog from the land of Magog, a ruler of Meshech and Tubal.
One may peruse scholarly investigation for options to identify Gog and his associates,
but there is no consensus on the matter.8 Their very obscurity gives them a mysterious
and menacing profile. To summarize: In the “latter years/days” (38:8, 16), Gog and his
forces will come from the north to Israel, where fighting will occur (38:15-39:7), along
with earthquakes, collapsing mountains, and fire from heaven. Gog will be defeated,
his swords and spears consumed in a fire, after which will come seven months of buri-
als and the gathering of wild animals to consume carcasses (39:11-20). God will declare
his glory among the nations and pour out his Spirit on Israel (39:21-29). This gift of
God is already anticipated at the conclusion of chapter 37, where God declares that his
dwelling shall be with Israel and “I will be their God and they will be my people”
(37:27-28; see the transformed Jerusalem in chapters 40-48). Thus Ezekiel’s oracles in
chapters 38-39 anticipate struggles until the very end, when Gog and warfare emerge
in the latter days. 

Does taking Ezekiel seriously mean we should anticipate a future ruler from
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Magog, literally named Gog, to attack Israel with swords and spears in the nuclear age?
I suggest that the answer is “no,” but that we take these proto-apocalyptic oracles seri-
ously in their depiction of the powerful resiliency of evil (i.e., mysterious enemies who
endure ’til the end) and of struggles ahead until the victory that only God can win. This
is the basic structure to the apocalyptic drama, where God alone is victorious in defeat-
ing evil. 

To be sure, the Christian prophet John, drawing adaptively on Ezekiel 38-39,
names Gog and Magog (“Magog”=“land” in Ezekiel!) as satanic servants in the last out-
burst against God and the lamb (Rev. 20:7-10). There, too, is a visionary restoration
(20:1-6), followed by yet another outbreak of evil, and then the vision of the new
Jerusalem. John’s work is saturated with Old Testament imagery as he, too, represents
the unveiled eschaton in visionary form.

Chapters 40-48 begin (like 37:1) with the report that the “hand of the Lord” had
grasped the prophet. This section is also set off from chapters 38-39 by the date given
in 40:1 (573 BC). The prophet is taken to a high mountain, and in an extended vision-
ary experience, an angel shows him a transformed Jerusalem, complete with precise
measurements, architectural detail, sacrificial service in a temple, and a role for a prince
from David’s line (cf. 37:24-25). This is an eschatalogical vision and not a description
of the rebuilt second temple, which was completed in 516/15 after the return from
Babylonian exile (Ezra 3:1-13; 6:14-22). As noted above, dispensationalists have also
typically understood that Ezekiel’s vision portrays a more remote future, if not the mil-
lennial city itself.9 It is recognized, of course, that the geography described (see 45:1-8;
47:1-12) is not that of Jerusalem and its immediate environs as known then or even
now. The temple has a river flowing from it (cf. Rev. 22:1-2), while the tribal divisions
depicted by Ezekiel for Israel (47:1-48:35) are a broad reordering of the political land-
scape. Everything is transformed including the name of the city, “The Lord is There”
(48:35). 

I believe that Ezekiel’s vision is an inspired one, portraying God’s dwelling among
a redeemed and purified people (43:7) as the conclusion to the proto-apocalyptic
drama of the latter days and the defeat of Gog. I suggest that we understand the por-
trayal as gospel in the genre of priestly eschatology. Ezekiel saw corporate redemption
through a transforming lens that an ancient priest could understand and his audience
could grasp. The holy city so impressively depicted is something that only God could
create and a prophetic priest could behold in awe. And, as gospel in priestly diction—
complete in verbal Technicolor10—it is inspiration for the Jerusalem that is above, “our
mother” (Gal. 4:26), for the city that has foundations (Heb. 11:10), and most assured-
ly for that new Jerusalem without a temple, where God and the Lamb dwell among the
people (Rev. 21-22). These New Testament references interpret and refine Ezekiel’s holy
city as a vision of what the eternal kingdom holds for God’s people. They are not con-
cerned with temporal control over Jerusalem, but employ the significance of the holy
city in typological fashion to portray the eschatological home of God’s people, where
their true citizenship lies (Philem. 3:20).
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1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 
Perhaps the most distinctive claim of dispensationalism is that the church will be taken
from the earth, either at the beginning of or at the mid-point in a great tribulation. The
basis for this belief is a text in 1 Thessalonians. In response to questions about the sta-
tus of Christians who have died (literally “fallen asleep”), Paul writes that “if indeed we
believe Jesus died and rose again, so [we also believe] God will bring with him [Jesus]
those who have died in Jesus” (1 Thess. 4:14). In other words, death is neither a barri-
er to sharing in Christ’s eternal life nor a hindrance to meeting the victorious Lord at
his coming for his own. In what is intended as further words of comfort, Paul writes:

For this we tell you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain
until the Lord’s coming (parousia) shall not precede those who have died; for
the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a shout, an archangel’s voice,
and God’s trumpet. The dead in Christ shall rise first; then we who are alive
and remain shall be snatched up together with them in the clouds to meet
(apantasis) the Lord in the air; and thus we shall always be with the Lord. (1
Thess. 4:15-17).

There are, of course, many things to be considered about such an apocalyptic “word
from the Lord,” but for our discussion’s sake, I make only a few suggestions. 

First, the purpose of Christ’s “coming” is to secure his own. Note the way the pas-
sage concludes: “Thus we shall always be with the Lord.” The Greek noun parousia can
refer to the arrival of friends in ministry (1 Cor. 16:17; 2 Cor. 7:6-7) and also serve as
a summary term for Christ’s first advent into the world (2 Pet. 1:16). It is connected
with a destination, even if only for a visit. In the eschatological discourse in Matthew
24, it is the term in the disciples’ question about the end of the world and Jesus’ “com-
ing” (24:3). In the same discourse it refers to the “coming” of the Son of Man (24:27,
37, 39) in glory and judgment. There is also reference to the sound of the great trum-
pet (cf.1 Thess. 4:16), along with angels who gather God’s elect (24:31). Paul uses
parousia elsewhere to refer to the return of the risen Lord (1 Thess. 2:19; 3:13; 5:23; 1
Cor. 15:23; see also 2 Pet. 3:4, 12; 1 John 2:28). There is nothing in any of these ref-
erences to suggest that the return is to snatch away Christians from the earth so that the
woes of the world can accelerate.11

Second, the purpose of the “meeting” is to escort the rightful sovereign to his place
of rule. The Greek noun is apantasis, referring to an encounter between two parties. In
the noun’s three occurrences in the NT it has nothing to do with chance encounter, but
with an anticipated reception of one party by another. Thus in Matthew 25:1-10 the
wise bridesmaids go out to meet (25:6) the tardy bridegroom and to escort him to the
chamber. In Acts 28:15 Christians in Rome come out to the Appian Way, about forty
miles from Rome, to meet Paul and to return with him to the city. And so in 1 Thes-
salonians 4:17 the comparative evidence and context suggest that the rising to meet the
Lord is not for the purpose of departing the earth but for welcoming the rightful sov-
ereign to it. Note how this scheme follows the promise in 4:14 that God will bring the
dead “with him [Jesus].” It comports also with the “mystery” briefly described to the
Corinthians concerning those “made alive” at Christ’s coming, when the trumpet
sounds and metamorphosis occurs (1 Cor. 15:22-28, 51-58).
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The promised meeting of the risen Lord with his loved ones does not seem to be
the first move in a departure from the world which continues on in its fallen state, but
the immediate prelude to the Lord’s embrace of it in judgment, redemption, and trans-
formation. That is generally the way Christians have understood the passage for cen-
turies, and it remains persuasive to me. Paul puts the matter in the context of “mystery”
in 1 Corinthians 15:51. Trusting in God’s good resolve to save, I am content to leave
it at that. 

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

In the formulation of the Nicene Creed, the most common confession among the
world’s Christians, Christ “shall come again, with glory, to judge both the living and

the dead; whose kingdom shall have no end.” I hold explicitly to this succinct formu-
lation and I freely confess that I do not have a more detailed sequence worked out for
the latter days until the Lord returns. It seems to me that apocalyptic vision and escha-
tological discourse do not provide a linear map of the future, but point forward
through mystery to God’s final triumph. On the other hand, I think that the world has
been in the “latter days” since Christ’s first advent (see Heb. 1:2). Christ’s resurrection
is an eschatological disclosure in a still unfolding historical drama: Every day is graced
with the already of Christ’s work as well as afflicted with the not-yet persistence of evil
… until the end. Since there is much in the New Testament about the difficulties that
shall continue until the end, I am grateful for earnest Christians who take these mat-
ters seriously, even if some of the detailed schemes fall short of persuasion. I actually
wonder more about Christians and others who consider all such “end-of-the-world-
talk” and language about future judgment to be outmoded. From my limited vantage
point they seem less prepared for the Lord of surprises and his second advent than those
who are concerned with precise eschatological timetables. We don’t want to lose our
anticipation of the bridegroom’s appearance or succumb to the lure of insidious prin-
cipalities and powers, lest we be left behind (Matt. 25:1-10). �

NOTES
1 The belief in Christ’s millennial reign on earth after his Second Coming is based primarily on
an interpretation of Revelation 20:1-5.
2 See D. Bock & C. Blaising, Dispensationalism, Israel, and the Church (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1992) and R. L. Saucy, The Case for Progressive Dispensationalism (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1993).
3 One historic form of this fulfillment is called supercessionism. In this view the rejection of Jesus
as the Christ by most of Israel led to God’s rejection of Israel as his people and their replacement
by the church. The church, therefore, is seen as a “spiritual Israel” and the inheritor of God’s old
covenant promises to Israel. For a different view than either supercessionism or classical dispen-
sationalism, see the PC(USA) study paper “A Theological Understanding of the Relationship
Between Christians and Jews,” commended to the church for study and reflection by the 199th
General Assembly (1987).
4 A recent book addressing the promises to Israel of land and blessing is O. Palmer Robertson’s
The Israel of God. Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed
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Publishers, 2000). Robertson follows a classic Reformed approach, first by emphasizing the New
Testament writers’ appropriation of the Old Testament in defining the church, and secondly, fol-
lowing the reticence of those same writers in addressing questions of a future restoration of Israel
in the promised land. His approach to these matters would be similar to my own; cf. “It cannot
be established from scripture that the birth of the modern state of Israel is a prophetic precursor
to the mass conversion of Jewish people. The land of the Bible served in a typological role as a
model of the consummate realization of the purposes of God for his redeemed people that
encompasses the whole of the cosmos. Because of the inherently limited scope of the land of the
Bible, it is not to be regarded as having continuing significance in the realm of redemption other
than its function as a teaching model” (p. 194).
5 Recent statements made by the PC(USA) General Assembly and by some members of a GA
committee about Israel have drawn quite some criticism, both from other Presbyterians and from
Jews. See the comments in the “Christianity and Culture” essays in this journal, page 35.
6 Scarlet and Purple (1913), The Mark of the Beast (1915), and In the Twinkling of an Eye (1916),
all published in London by William Nicholson and Sons. See the insightful article by Crawford
Gribben, “Before Left Behind,” Books & Culture, July/August 2003, p. 9.
7 To put these historic shifts in a broader perspective, see data and discussion in Philip Jenkins,
The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity (New York: Oxford Press, 2002).
8 On the names Gog and Magog, and their roles in Jewish and Christian texts, see the thorough
study of S. Bøe, Gog and Magog (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001). 
9 If Ezekiel 40-48 depicts the millennial city of Christ’s earthly reign, what sense do the sacrifices
in the temple make for Christian worship? The eschatological reality to which the earthly tem-
ples pointed has already been revealed, namely, Jesus Christ himself (John 2:13-22; Heb. 8-10).
10 See the helpful suggestion of computer-generated “virtual reality” as an analogy to the vision-
ary accounts in Ezekiel in C. J. H. Wright, The Message of Ezekiel (Downer’s Grove: InterVarsity
Press, 2001), 315-68.
11 Some interpret the words of Matthew 24:40-41 to refer to the rapture, where the taking of one
person and not the other is like the days of Noah (24:37-39). Another contextual analogy, how-
ever, puts the separation in perspective: A servant remains prepared for the return of an absent
master (24:45-51). In his return to his own, the master rewards the faithful and casts the wicked
into judgment.
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How important do you think it is for pastors in mainline churches to know some-
thing about dispensationalism? 

Pastors should be keen observers of culture. I think most pastors don’t know as much
about the reading habits of their parishioners as they think they do. We would all be
surprised, I believe, at the number of Presbyterians, Methodists, or Lutherans who read
the Left Behind series. I think that means that many more of their parishioners will be
involved in a “Left Behind” kind of discussion than they will be in some of the other
things that the pastor preaches on repeatedly. We need to be on the watch for moments
of intersection for preaching and teaching. Because if it’s in the air people are breath-
ing—the conversations around the coffee pot—those are opportunities for preaching
and teaching because you have their interest.

You make the distinction between “progressive” and “classic” dispensationalists.
Explain again what the distinction is, and why it’s important?

One of the classical ways of thinking about the church is that the church is “parenthe-
ses.” God has dealings with Israel, then Israel’s disobedience in not recognizing Jesus as
the Messiah ushers in the church age by the power of the Spirit. But that’s seen as a kind
of parentheses, and when the church is raptured away Israel takes center-stage again.
And your progressive dispensationalists tend not to talk about the church in terms of
these parentheses; they see the prophecies of the Old Testament as instructive for the
church as well as pointing toward the future. 

You mention that one of the primary sources for Christian support of Israel is dis-
pensationalism.

There are various reasons for Christians to support the modern state of Israel. The
number one reason is: it’s a democracy. Second, the fact that Israel is based on the
broader Judeo-Christian principles really appeals to our country. Third, the right of
self-defense is something that is taken strongly. Most of us say, instinctively, OK if peo-
ple are setting off bombs in civilian neighborhoods we want them to defend themselves
because they have a right to do so.

In addition to these reasons, some Christian dispensationalists, usually known as
“Christian Zionists,” believe we should be active in preserving Israel because, someday,
Israelis are going to convert to Christianity. Whether one believes this or not all comes
back to whether one understands the references to Israel in Old Testament prophecy to
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be talking about one or more aspects of the modern state as it exists now, or as it will
exist sometime in the future.

Do you think that Christian Zionists, because of their conviction that the Israelis
will ultimately convert, are inattentive to the predicament of Arab and Palestinian
Christians?

I did say in the article that Arab and Palestinian Christians have a very low profile in
our country, and I think they get short-shrift. I don’t think this statement should be
thought of as anti-Jewish, anti-Israeli, or anti-dispensationalist. I am simply saying that
Arab and Palestinian Christians face the challenge of living as “double minorities,” as
those who come from Arab societies and as those who identify with Christian commu-
nities. I think this is a shame, and that we as Christian brothers and sisters are called to
support them.

Let’s talk about hermeneutics. Why are dispensationalists compelled to figure out
details (for example, regarding the circumstances of Christ’s Second Coming, or
what the future state of Israel will look like) and you’re not? That seems to me to
be a big difference in the way you approach scripture.

It is. I start with the same general approach as a dispensationalist. That is to say, if you
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would understand dispensationalists to fall under the umbrella of conservative evan-
gelical Christianity, then I want to put myself under that umbrella. Dispensationalists
want to talk about these details because they believe the Bible provides them, and they
are strongly committed to the Bible’s authority. It is their hermeneutical stance which
allows them to draw certain conclusions which I don’t draw.

But what is their hermeneutical stance, versus yours?

Well, for example, when the Old Testament talks about the restoration of Israel at some
future time, dispensationalists understand that this must refer to a future restoration of
a state of Israel. For me, I’m always wanting to look at how the New Testament appro-
priates and resets or re-signifies these prophecies. I think a good case can be made that
various New Testament writers are quite reticent to speak about these matters.

You mean in a way that is literalistically historical?

Yes. Where do you see in the New Testament the writers talking about a future in which
the modern state of Israel is again in control of its own land? You don’t see that. What
a dispensationalist says is, You’ve got plenty of these prophecies in the Old Testament,
and they must speak even when the New Testament is silent. My hermeneutic would
be, OK, we must take seriously the Old Testament proclamation, but we must also take
seriously the way it is appropriated by the New Testament. And where the New Testa-
ment does not speak on these issues directly, I’m a bit hesitant to speak so directly.

And dispensationalists would be less hesitant to do so? They would “fill in the
gaps”?

That’s exactly right. Now, they do hold strongly to the New Testament, but they would
say that there are elements out of the Old Testament that a person like me simply does
not take seriously enough. Let me illustrate the difference in our hermeneutic with
another point. It seems to me that the strong emphasis in the New Testament on a
future transformation of Jerusalem links it with heaven and God’s presence. So, for
example, in Galatians chapter 4 Paul says “the Jerusalem which is above our mother.”
One way to read, then, about the process of the restoration of Jerusalem in the Old Tes-
tament is that it pre-figures or is a typological basis for talking about the new or heav-
enly Jerusalem. I think also, in this regard, of the reference in Hebrews 11 to Abraham
wandering, looking for a city whose builder and maker is God; or in Hebrews 12,
where it talks about “the heavenly city;” or when you get to the book of Revelation—
which takes many of these images out of the Old Testament, such as: “I saw her
[Jerusalem] coming down out of heaven.” And so it seems to me that the New Testa-
ment key is to see things like the promise of the land or the future of Jerusalem in typo-
logical terms rather than always in terms of a literal, earthly fulfillment. 

So you’re following the lead of New Testament theologians in how you interpret
the Old?

Yes, I think this is a Reformed approach to biblical interpretation.
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So, finally, what is the difference between your understanding of “Israel” and dis-
pensationalist understandings? 

This question gives me a chance to articulate one more piece of my hermeneutic. One
of your classical hermeneutical moves has always been that, when Israel is addressed in
the Old Testament, one understands that this is fundamentally an address to God’s peo-
ple, even if it might include geographic, political, and corporate elements. And so the
driving hermeneutical question is, How is the current generation of God’s people being
addressed by this? This interpretive approach recognizes that one must make appropri-
ations for our culture that would be different for ancient Israel, which is a pre-western,
pre-industrial society. So “Israel” becomes the Old Testament form of the people of
God, and “the church” (which sees itself in typological relationship to Israel) is the new
covenant form of the people of God. The dispensationalists would say that there is a
sense in which the church is most definitely the current generation of God’s people, but
Israel is still Israel as a geographical entity in some cases, a corporate people in some
cases, and they still have a future role to play. Quite frankly, what many classical
Reformed people would say is that the prophecies about Israel’s restoration are a depic-
tion of what the church’s age could have been envisioned to be at that time. That is to
say: the restoration of God’s people comes in language understandable under the old
covenant, but it points to things even greater than themselves in the new covenant.

You can see how this plays out in the discussions taking place, in various circles,
about how the fact that God has covenant relationship with people through Jesus
Christ does not mean that God has somehow broken with or reneged on the Jews. And
that’s not a dispensationalist view, there are people arguing for this in the Reformed tra-
dition. It is almost as if, in a non-dispensationalist way, God has at least “two forms” of
the people of God. This is why some say, Why evangelize Jews? They have a covenant
relationship with God now!

Let’s talk, now, about the point you and the other authors raise about the influ-
ence of dispensationalist teachings. It is the dispensationalist churches, and not
the mainline churches, that are growing. Why is this?

I think the dispensational Christians tend to be a highly committed group. They take
their faith seriously, they act on their convictions, there’s an awful lot of energy in those
kinds of churches. They’re serious about mission, both domestic and foreign. I think
there is far more energy in their churches than in the mainline churches. I don’t like
saying that (as a mainliner), but I happen to think it is true.

And what about the decline of the mainline churches?

I have that little line, towards the end of the article, about mainline Christians being
“left behind.” One of the ways in which we clearly have been left behind is in our ener-
gy level and in our zeal for basic Christian claims. One of the trends in the mainline
denominations is a kind of inclusiveness which wants to affirm people’s individual
opinions, and to emphasize diversity … but it can sometimes lead to a shallow “live and
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let live.” You won’t find that affirmation among dispensationalists. They believe that the
claims of the New Testament are true, and that certain other claims about transcendent
reality can then not be true.

Do you have to be a dispensationalist to have that conviction?

No, my next line was going to be: “that would be one way to describe much of classical
Christianity.” In fact, I think almost any evangelical Christian would say the basic claims
of the Gospel are true, which means that other religious truth claims will not have the
same cogency. I certainly fit under that umbrella. I believe that strongly. And I think that
there are many people in the mainline church who do not. And that’s a problem. 

What basic claims of the Gospel do you and dispensationalists have in common,
and on what claims do you differ?

I’d say I have far more claims in common with them then differences. You won’t find
anyone stronger than a good dispensationalist on the importance of the finished work
of Christ, atonement, and the power of the resurrection and the gifts of the Spirit. And
I think these are far more important that disagreements over eschatology.

What about the “fear factor” often present in dispensationalist circles? Would that
be a difference for you?

Yeah—I’m a mainline person on that one. I do not believe in scaring people. And yet
mainline churches, in proclaiming a God of love and grace, often do so at the expense
of all other details. When you say, I’m not going to sweat the details, for some people
it means none of the details. I think that’s wrong. 

It seems to me that recognizing the love and grace of God should lead us to be
attentive to the details. 

I have some of that mainline orientation in me: a refusal to say, This is the right
timetable, because it’s clear in the Bible. I don’t want to go there, because I’m not sure
it is the way to read those biblical texts. But also because it neglects the language of
mystery.

Why have we avoided serious conversation with dispensationalists for so long?

I think it starts with examples set by pastors, and pastors who have come out of main-
line seminaries and pastor mainline churches aren’t very adept at dealing with well-edu-
cated dispensationalists. So if they don’t address these matters, in their preaching and
teaching, then neither will their parishioners. I did hear one Presbyterian layperson say:
“I’m reading the Left Behind series because I want to know what the Bible says, but I’m
sure my pastor won’t talk about it.”

That’s why we’re doing this issue—to try to provoke some conversation. We’ve got
to be able to say more than, We don’t think what they think.

It is always easier to say what you don’t think. The harder issue is to say, This is what I
believe, and why. �
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Our sixteen year old, instructed by his parents that he had to give one tenth of his
summer to Jesus, chose the Young Life camp this year over the high school mis-

sion trip sponsored by our church. This decision has nothing to do with Young Life,
and everything to do with the fact that Louie is going. Louie, when he is not living at
our house, lives three doors down. Louie’s parents unofficially have made the care and
feeding of Young Life leaders in our area into a tentmaking ministry, and one of them
invited Brendan to camp. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to go on the mission trip?” I ask, with just a little too
much concern in my voice. It dawns on me that maybe altruism skips a generation. 

“No, Mom. I hate helping people,” came the unrepentant reply. “I did that last
year. I’m not doing it again.” I notice that, in the brochure, the Young Life camp quite
convincingly describes itself as a “vacation.” 

The Eschatological Significance of Summer Camp
Forget Left Behind, which despite record-breaking book sales is mostly lost on Ameri-
can teenagers (whose intrigue with the end of time is far more likely to be fueled by
movies like Armageddon and The Matrix). My money is on Christian camps, retreats,
and conferences as teenagers’ introduction to eschatology, though I have never been to
one that admitted it. Nearly half (45%) of U.S. teenagers have attended religious youth
retreats, conferences, rallies, or congresses; 39% have gone to religious summer camps,
and nearly one out of three have been part of a religious mission team or service pro-
ject.1 This means that whether we claim, or even recognize, the eschatology informing
our approach to these events, they nonetheless leave an impression on significant num-
bers of American young people who—potentially, anyway—go home with a sense that
God’s promise includes them.2

I have a long history with summer Christian youth programs; I’m in ministry
largely because of one of them. That was where, it seemed to me at fifteen, Jesus leapt
off the pages of scripture and into my life, really, for the first time. Call it adolescent,
call it manipulative, call it finding “my heart strangely warmed”—whatever it was, I
went to Lakeside Reach Out as a blasé church kid and came home with a sense of divine
purpose that, thirty years later, I have not been able to shake. The revelation that God
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gave Martin Luther reading Romans on the privy and John Wesley at the Bible study
on Aldersgate Street—namely, the joyous insight that I, myself, am destined for God:
that Jesus died for me, and me personally, and therefore has some kind of bizarre confi-
dence that I can contribute to God’s work in the world—God seems to give teenagers,
somewhat reliably, in the context of summer camps and conferences.

Why? Why do religious camps and conferences, more than congregations and even
more than mission trips, give young people a glimmer of their destiny in God? I have
a theory. These events end. Mission trips (and let me go on record as a fan) end too, but
they end in a radical awareness of here and now, whereas Christian camps, retreats, and
conferences, by definition and design, traffic in liminality—a condition that, unlike the
mission trip’s hoped-for generous spirit, and unlike the congregation’s steadfast, ongo-
ing presence—is unique. These events are marked, from the outset, by a radical finali-
ty. The very location of the camp, retreat, or conference (typically, in an idyllic patch
of nature or an enclave like a college campus) reminds young people that they are
momentarily “suspended” between daily life and eternal promises, and that their time
in this place where “the membrane between this world and a reality beyond is especial-
ly thin” will soon be over.3 The Christian camp, retreat, or conference is not an experi-
ence; it is a pilgrimage. These youth travel together, literally or figuratively, toward a
holy destination: life in God.

The Telos of the Christian Youth Event: The Last Night of Camp
Consequently, Christian youth events that have existential traction do not meander
aimlessly. They aim for a conclusion, with everything structured to honor the event’s
culminating moments. The “end time” of the event (ordinarily, the program for the last
night’s worship service) ritualizes our understanding of the “end times” described by
Christian theology. It is decisive. One chapter closes and another begins. Decisions are
made, preparations ensue for a different world—the world that is Not-Camp. In the
closing rituals of the last night of camp, we expect Jesus to come. We expect God to act.
Furthermore, having had a foretaste of glory divine, young people are sent out from the
religious camp or conference, like John of Patmos, as apostles of hope. In short, the
condensed week of a summer youth camp or conference enacts an ordu salutis (order of
salvation), not to manipulate God’s saving activity, but to dramatize it. Christians are
story people, and every story—even God’s story with us on earth—has a final chapter.
And what we do on the last night of camp says a lot about how we think the story ends. 

This surprises us. Many of us aren’t even aware that we even have a governing
eschatology, much less that we enact it with young people. “End time” rhetoric con-
jures up images of heaven, hell, rapture, and the Second Coming of Christ that have
been treated as “the theological equivalent of Timbuktu” in the mainline Protestant
church for most of the twentieth century, according to Mark Ralls, writing in Christ-
ian Century. “Like a lot of mainline Protestant pastors I know,” confessed Ralls, “I’m
caught between honest belief and embarrassment.”4 Our way out has been to sidestep
any overt discussion of eschatological issues altogether, leaving them to our more liter-
ally minded conservative Christian friends. We mainliners prefer transitions to endings,
rehabilitation to judgment, regeneration to apocalyptism, phases to finality. But there

19



RE F L E C T I O N S

20

is a cost to this. Our silence on the subject of eschatology, our reluctance to speak of
God’s future for fear of boxing in God’s expansive grace, has the effect of muting the
telos of Christian theology. Youth are thus left to conclude, quite understandably, that
the church simply is not going anywhere. 

Back to the Future: Reclaiming Christian Hope
Eschatology offers teenagers—and us—the one resource we need in the face of radical
finality: hope. This is not an optional doctrine at the end of the Christian story; rather,
it is the reason for the Christian story. As Jürgen Moltmann writes, “The eschatologi-
cal is not one element of Christianity, but … the key in which everything in it is set,
the glow that suffuses everything here in the dawn of an expected new day.”5 In the
Christian view of the end of time lies God’s unshakable promise that, though the tow-
ers fall, though the world ends, Christ has died, Christ is risen, and Christ will come
again—not in some abstract sense, but to be with us. By taking seriously its own “end-
ing,” the last night of camp insinuates God’s embrace of all of time—the beginnings
and the ends. In spite of a radically terminated present, on the last night of camp we
enact our belief that Jesus is truly among us, and the finality of the moment does not
stop his return. Through the prayer, sacraments, and other means of grace typically
offered during the closing worship service of these events, the heavenly life-as-it-should-
be briefly merges with the life of a teenager, and young people glimpse, momentarily
but significantly, the inbreaking of God. 

This is no small thing. According to the National Study of Youth and Religion—
the largest study of the religious lives of American teenagers to date—many American
teenagers inhabit a “morally insignificant universe,” in which they perceive no telos, no
larger story in which they play a part, no sense that their actions play a notable part in
moving the world forward. This was especially true for mainline Protestant, Roman
Catholic, and Jewish young people in the study, who showed less religious vitality,
understanding, and hope for the future than their Mormon, conservative Protestant, or
black Protestant peers.6 While the majority of the 3,370 teenagers interviewed consid-
ered religion “benignly positive,” very few could articulate what they believed, or how
or why religion made a difference in their lives. Most of them thought about the future
in terms of college, marriage, or recycling—no further. With rare exceptions, the
absence of a meaningful eschatology cut across religious traditions. The study found
that even teenagers who attend church regularly live in a world where no ultimacy is
assigned to our life together, where God is invoked vaguely and where Jesus primarily
wants us to feel good about ourselves.7

Left Behind and Life Beyond
There is a logic to pilgrimages: altered physical conditions produce an altered—a more
alert and sensitive—consciousness.8 The Left Behind series offers one way for teenagers
to imagine the end times, but the small, temporary, God-conscious communities of
religious camps, retreats, and conferences offer another, and far more young people
respond. In these events, teenagers glimpse a future into which they are invited, in
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which they play a part, in which their actions matter because they live in a morally con-
sequential universe. And in the culminating finality of the last night of camp, we ritu-
alize the way God lays claim to them, and we expect Jesus to act—not because this is
the way camp is, but because this is the way the story ends. Come, Lord Jesus, come.

NOTES
1 These results are part of the findings of the National Study of Youth and Religion. For the
extended report, see Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Ameri-
can Teenagers (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press), 54.
2 About half of American teenagers (49%) believe in life after death. Nine out of ten (91%) black
Protestant teenagers and 88% of conservative Protestant teenagers believe in a judgment day
when God will reward some and punish others. Only 63% of mainline Protestants young peo-
ple believe this—and mainline Protestant teenagers were the least able to articulate what they
believed and why. Understandably, Jewish youth ranked the lowest, with only 25% believing in
a final judgment (Smith, 41-43; on the inarticulacy of mainline Protestant youth regarding their
faith, see 131-132).
3 Martin Robinson, Sacred Places, Pilgrim Paths: An Anthology of Pilgrimage (London: Marshall
Pickering, 1997), 1-2.
4 Mark Ralls, “Reclaiming Heaven: What Can We Say about the Afterlife?” The Christian Cen-
tury (December 14, 2004).
www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m1058/is_25_121/ai_n8702624 (accessed 2/24/2005).
5 Jürgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1967), 16.
6 Smith, 157.
7 These characteristics are part of a theological disposition of teenagers that Smith describes as
“moralistic therapeutic deism.” Smith concludes that “most religious communities’ central prob-
lem is not teen rebellion but teenagers’ benign ‘whateverism’” (266).
8 Margaret Miles, “The Recovery of Ascetism,” Commonweal (January 28, 1991), 41.
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As I write this article I am fresh off reading The Glorious Appearing, the last of the
Left Behind series by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins. I am just one of tens of mil-

lions of readers of these novels. In total the series is over sixty-two million in sales. Do
not trip over this fact too quickly: sixty-two million in sales. These books are not wide-
ly read like C. S. Lewis, John Updike, Anne Rice, or even John Grisham—they leave
such authors in the dust.

Despite (or perhaps because of ) such gaudy statistics, it is not hard for a sharp-
thinking Reformed person to criticize the Left Behind series. There are, after all, so
many things to criticize: from the wooden characters, to the poor exegesis, to the rigid
dispensationalist theology, to the implications for Middle East politics. 

But the overwhelming success of the Left Behind series cannot be attributed only
to the gullibility of readers—“our” folks are reading them in droves. What they find is
serious attention given to large swaths of scripture that are completely unfamiliar to
them. More than once in my life I have found myself in a conversation with a person
formed in a mainline church who has come across extended sections of scripture in
Daniel, Ezekiel, Isaiah, I Thessalonians, and Revelation. They read for the first time:
“Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with
them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever” (1 Thess.
4:17).

What in the world could this possibly mean? they wonder. They may find it odd
or compelling or both. What in my Sunday School classes, confirmation classes, ser-
mons I have heard, and Lenten study series would help me see how this is God’s Word
for me?

Theologically and biblically, the Left Behind series fills a vacuum created by seri-
ous inattention to biblical texts by Christians who think otherwise. For many readers
of the series, Left Behind is an embodiment of their deepest beliefs in novel form—the
Left Behind novels are just a particularly exciting version. But for Reformed readers, it
may be an interesting novel that deals with scriptural texts that they have no idea what
to do with. When was the last time you heard (or delivered) a sermon on Revelation,
Daniel, Ezekiel, I Thessalonians, or any other apocalyptic literature in the Bible? When
someone cites scriptural backing for the two-stage rapture, what do we have to say
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other than, “That is not what we believe.”? The dispensationalist eschatology of the Left
Behind series has no real alternative in much of American Christianity: you believe its
version of the end of times or you believe nothing at all.

That so many are asking these questions can only be good. The Bible speaks of the
return of Christ in striking terms. In the Words of Institution spoken at the Lord’s Table
we hear, “For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s
death until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26). The return of Christ and the consummation of
the kingdom are central to Presbyterian belief and practice. It excites in us an expecta-
tion that God continues to redeem the world. Our hope does indeed rest in the One
who is the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End
(Rev. 1:8, 17). While we practice restraint in discussing matters surrounding the end of
time and the Second Coming of Christ, we eagerly wait for a time when God will dwell
with us and “wipe away every tear … and death shall be no more, neither shall there be
mourning nor crying nor pain any more” (Rev. 21:3-4).

How to read the texts
The Left Behind books treat many of these apocalyptic texts as though individual vers-
es are puzzle pieces in a complex puzzle that predicts future events leading up to the
Second Coming of Christ. This approach to apocalyptic literature violates the practice
of biblical interpretation we were schooled in during our seminary years. We know bet-
ter. However, the most common alternative I see in the church is a strictly historical
approach that tells us what the texts used to mean. So to the extent we touch these dif-
ficult texts we do so explaining Revelation is a description of Christian anxiety under
the oppression of Rome or how Daniel is responding to the events of Greek domina-
tion during the Maccabean times.

This historical-critical work can be extremely valuable in helping us to understand
the text, but we do not read scripture texts in the church only to glean information on
the religious practices of the Ancient Near-East. The practice of reading, meditating on,
and preaching scripture goes beyond seeking inspiration from our co-religionists of a
bygone era. We believe that through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they are God’s
Word to us. 

So while we refuse to speculate on the time of the return of Christ, while we refuse
to bend the scriptures into a timetable, we must preserve a sense of urgent watchful-
ness. This watchfulness is a spiritual discipline that locates us as a pilgrim people who
await fully the coming age of peace and justice. 

Unfortunately, there is no easy method to follow here. This strange prophetic and
apocalyptic literature is not an easy fit for the modern mind. 

One small step is to make the language of this literature more a part of our com-
mon worship life. Using large sections of Revelation, for instance, read dramatically as
prayer and praise is a powerful experience. We have much better material in the scrip-
tures than the anemic prose of Left Behind. In fact, one of the real disappointments I
had with Glorious Appearing is that the novel fell flat right at the point of its greatest
drama. Because LaHaye and Jenkins are trying to describe the way it will really take
place, coupled with the fact that neither is a truly great novelist, it felt like a cheesy
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movie script. Jesus’ return ends up as a scene from a “B” action movie. By contrast, the
scenes in Revelation are “other-worldly,” yet maintain a timeless power:

Then I saw heaven opened, and there was a white horse! Its rider is called
Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. His eyes are
like a flame of fire, and on his head are many diadems; and he has a name
inscribed that no one knows but himself. He is clothed in a robe dipped in
blood, and his name is called The Word of God. And the armies of heaven,
wearing fine linen, white and pure, were following him on white horses. From
his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations, and
he will rule them with a rod of iron; he will tread the wine press of the fury
of the wrath of God the Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has a name
inscribed, “King of kings and Lord of lords” (Rev. 19:11-16 [NRSV]).

Now this is powerful, majestic, and poetic. This can and should preach—a picture
of Christ the king who shall come to judge the living and the dead. That is because we
believe in the reality of God’s Kingdom—as proclaimed by the prophets and manifest-
ed in the life, death, and resurrection of our Lord—is present with us now and will be
fully manifested at our Lord’s return.

We can hope that the high sales of the Left Behind series may prompt many Pres-
byterians to search the scriptures afresh to understand more about God and God’s way
in the world. If so, we can be thankful. And we must be prepared. �
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My assignment is to comment briefly on the Left Behind series in particular and
contemporary dispensationalism in general. I am delighted to do this, since I

come from a distinguished Presbyterian heritage (then “US,” now “USA”) with many
ministers and professors in our family. I was under the care of Knoxville Presbytery
until my third year at seminary (1970). I graduated from Dallas Theological Seminary,
chaired its theology department for more than twenty years, finished doctoral degrees
in the humanities, and presently serve as a research professor. 

Beginning with dispensational theology, I would affirm only three general charac-
teristics of the position in its present form: 

(1) First, we develop our theological positions on the basis of biblical authority.
The doctrinal affirmations of our institutions reflect that commitment, thus we
are less “creedal” than more confessional denominations. I would add that our fac-
ulties generally embrace Reformed confessions as wonderful expressions of basic
Christian beliefs. 

(2) Second, we do not equate Israel and the church, even though a large number
of us, as people of faith, see a substantial amount of “overlap” as “people of faith”
in God’s progressive revelation of His will. While we believe that the church, as
brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ, is in continuum with the Old Testament, we
do not believe that we simply replace Israelite believers as the chosen people of
God. This distinction between Israel and the church is believed by dispensational-
ists to be held in the spirit of Romans 11:1. In the setting of chapters 9 through
11, Paul asks: “Did God reject his people?” “By no means!,” he insists. Paul pro-
ceeds to identify “his people” as Hebrew believers with his own lineage (v. 1) and
the remnant in Elijah’s generation (vv 2-4). In his metaphor of the olive tree (vv
16-24), he further distinguishes natural (Jewish) and wild (Gentile) branches.

(3) Third, we recognize that, like other contemporary “movements,” we are
diverse. Too often, those who are unfamiliar with the range of convictions held by
those who identify as “dispensationalists” lump us all together with those most
insistent on interpreting the “signs of the times.” To recognize the diversity in the
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dispensationalist community is one starting-point toward better communication
between mainline Christians and dispensationalists.

Yes, some of us live as if we can predict the future of the world in detail. But most
of us recognize that we should not make such predictions and that we cannot declare
when specific “apocalypses” will happen. After all, even LaHaye and Jenkins have dis-
covered as much, given that their presentation of Nicolae Carpathia as a Romanian
antichrist is a bit dated. 

You would find diverse responses in our schools and churches to the Left Behind
series. In view of this diversity, a number of us academicians prioritize urgent needs of
the present in terms of hope, justice, and compassionate love. Bill Moyers recently
spoke at the Center for Health and Global Environment at Harvard Medical School
and lamented that “Left Behind believers” anticipate Armageddon while helping dese-
crate the environment.1 Contrary to Moyers’s disparaging depiction, we strongly
oppose desecration of the environment. 

Addressing the popularity of the Left Behind series (which I have read in its entire-
ty), I would argue that cultural and literary trends have made its success rather pre-
dictable. The “times,” we might say, lend themselves to apocalyptic interpretations. Hal
Lindsey’s Late Great Planet Earth (1970) was fueled by the formation of Israel and the
social upheavals of the latter half of the last century such as the uncertainties of the
Cold War and Vietnam. The new century and millennium have already witnessed Y2K
(a dire economic and technological possibility that failed to materialize), 9/11 (a trag-
ic boost to Left Behind sales), and now the unparalleled tsunami catastrophe. The
“times,” we might add, have also introduced social and domestic pressures that limit
the public’s reading habits to an entertaining, journalistic diet. The Left Behind books
have fast-moving plots with characters that connect with trends and work well with
pop fiction. Throughout the last decade, Time, Newsweek, and similar periodicals
chronicled the “best-selling” status of the series, emphasizing that “it is not a fringe
phenomenon.”2

Beyond their easy and engaging style, Jenkins and LaHaye write about biblical
themes concerned with recognizing good and evil forces with which everyone can iden-
tify. The authors clearly draw the lines between good and evil and personalize the
forces. A number of surveys, with intellectual support, indicate the public’s fascination
with evil and violence and a need for assurance that good will triumph. In fact, this
seems to be a crucial point where academicians and popular audiences separate. Popu-
lar audiences seek certainty, affirmation, and comfort in their “sacred” venues, while
academicians prefer a sophisticated understanding of life’s contingencies and ambigui-
ties. Left Behind exposes this gap between popular and academic constituencies. High-
ly educated ministers and teachers should realize that there are issues in our world that
will polarize us unless we pursue mutual understanding.

Several widespread criticisms of the books and materials can be noted:

(1) First, we can say that the overt commercialism of the venture undermines its
value for people who might otherwise appreciate its positive points. This is a fre-
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quent criticism in public reviews, and some of us have wondered which theolo-
gians were going to make large profits over Y2K. 

(2) Second, “an obsession with the identity of the Antichrist” (to paraphrase the
title of a book in my library) detracts from priorities in behalf of the person and
values of Christ. Violence can be perceived as a dominant theme in the Bible. Even
if there is a mandate for love in the New Testament, one continually encounters
hostility between erstwhile friends, betrayal by wayward disciples, and persecution
of admirable people. I am inclined to see symphonic movements with antiphonal
choruses in a very real Revelation that culminates in a Christ-centered “new heav-
en and earth” without “death, tears, and pain.” (Rev. 21:1-4). Which aspect do we
choose to emphasize? Many people have been offended by explicit depictions of
the “blood and gore” of apocalyptic warfare in the series. One person’s potion
seems to be another’s poison. 

(3) Finally, the series has been criticized for not being clear enough that the spe-
cific elements of the plot are purely fictional. Though the particulars supplied by
the authors are interesting, readers should never confuse particular places, events,
and people in the novels with the eschatological emphases of the Bible. 

In summary, I am a person who appreciates his Presbyterian background and the bib-
lical basis of its heritage. A focus on biblical authority raises the question of Israel’s
future, concerning which dispensationalists broadly agree. However, current diversity
in their theological positions would provoke differing responses to the Left Behind
series. The books are part of a very popular genre among contemporary audiences (sim-
ilar to Dan Brown’s Angels and Demons and The DaVinci Code), and they expose a sig-
nificant breach between people who prefer simplicity as opposed to complexity in
understanding contemporary events and trends. �

NOTES
1 Dallas Morning News, December 17, 2004, p. 31A.
2 For example, see Time, July 1, 2002; and Newsweek, May 24, 2004.
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How has the Left Behind series affected your ministry (teaching, preaching, or
pastoral care)?

TINA CARTER, PASTOR, THE ROCK UNITED METHODIST CHURCH, CEDAR PARK, TEXAS

The Left Behind series has invoked fear in some Christians—fear that they won’t be on
the right side, fear that their loved ones may perish, fear that they are not doing enough
in the face of an impending doom. As a result, there is more need for pastoral care. My
experience of God is that although God often quickens our spirits to help us see where
we can be more faithful, God rarely speaks in the language of fear; God more often
chooses to speak in the language of peace. Jesus said, “My peace I give you” not “My
fear I give you.” I have read several books of the Left Behind series so that I could speak
with authority to the Christians I know who have also read the books.

CLINT SCHNEKLOTH, PASTOR, ST. JOHN'S LUTHERAN CHURCH, OREGON, WISCONSIN

In my parish life it is not uncommon to have people say, “You know, pastor, it sure
seems like the whole world is going to hell in a handbasket.” They watch a great deal
of TV broadcast news which seems to produce a more fearful approach to the world, a
sense of tragedy on both a personal and a global scale. The Left Behind series provides
some consolation to them because here is a fictional account that ostensibly connects
to the biblical witness and tries to link up this mysterious part of scripture to things
that are mysterious in their own lives. Nevertheless their lives are far more positive and
hopeful than what they hear in the news or read in the Left Behind series. 

The Left Behind series focuses on an elect few who have free will to believe, not
nuanced in any of the ways that Lutherans speak about it. We say clearly that it is the
Holy Spirit that enlivens faith. The whole rapture mentality is one of “you gotta get
Jesus, and you have to accept Jesus prior to a particular date.” 

The message of the Gospel is Christ’s work of salvation for the whole world. If
someone should say that that is universalism, then I would rather be in danger of being
a universalist than in being overly exclusionary.

Have you ever preached on the Second Coming of Christ? If you have, what did
you say? If you have not, why not?

HEIDI VARDEMAN, PASTOR, MACALESTER PLYMOUTH UNITED CHURCH, ST. PAUL,
MINNESOTA

I have preached on the Second Coming of Christ in three ways: first, to put some of
Paul’s instructions in context. (“If you’re a slave remain a slave,” and “it is better to
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marry than to burn” in I Cor). I point out that Paul thought Christ would come any
day, and he was simply wrong; second, to explain our understanding of the Lord’s Sup-
per—“Every time you eat this bread and drink this cup you proclaim the death of the
Lord until he comes again”—that the Lord’s Supper is a link to Jesus in heaven (not
physically, but spiritually present) that will keep us connected until the end of time; and
third, to point out that we believe that history is moving toward something. It’s a way
of reminding folks that the way things are now is not the way they always will be (the
rich getting richer and the poor, poorer), that Jesus indeed will come again “to judge
the quick and the dead.” When I served as the interim pastor of an African American
church for two years (I’m white), I learned how a more vital eschatology can make
things matter more. 

Frederick Engels wrote about this in an essay called “Utopian Socialism versus Sci-
entific Socialism,” where he bad-mouthed utopianism. I disagree with Engels and think
that the Christian notion of the Second Coming is a version of utopianism and it infus-
es us with energy, vision, and courage. 

TINA CARTER

I do preach on the Second Coming of Christ, and it is one of the hardest things that I
do. John Wesley preached a sermon titled, “The General Deliverance” (sermon #60
based on Romans 8:19-22). This sermon paints a picture of God’s intention for all cre-
ation and emphasizes the power of God to reclaim even the mess that humanity may
have made of the world. We are made in the image of God. Jesus came and reminded
us of that image. Jesus rode on an unbroken colt—who does that? But the image of
humanity is that we might be able to convey the will of God perfectly to all of creation,
so it wouldn’t be a problem to ride an unbroken colt. In the time of completion, all
species will be able once again to hear perfectly God’s will. 

How have you used the Book of Revelation in your ministry? How have your con-
gregants approached that portion, or other apocalyptic portions, of the Bible?

HEIDI VARDEMAN

Inspired by Brian Blount, I talk about how Revelation was a message in code written
by Christians being persecuted by Rome. It is quite relevant to us today because we, as
21st-century Christians in the United States, are certainly living in the belly of a beast
as evil and dangerous as Rome was in the first century. Revelation can help us under-
stand how much we need to depend on each other in the church—hang onto each
other for dear life!—because it’s really rough “out there.” I tell people that the weird-
ness of Revelation comes from its coded-ness, and then challenge them to figure out
what kinds of codes we need today in order to resist the beast that’s trying to gobble us
up. I understand the sacraments, for example, as a code that we understand amongst
ourselves; baptism, a new birth into radical equality (“neither Jew nor Gentile, slave nor
free, male nor female …” straight nor gay, rich nor poor …); the Lord’s Supper as a
place where we all need and receive equally, which informs our politics, economics,
social attitudes, and every aspect of our lives.
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CLINT SCHNEKLOTH

The purpose of John’s revelation is to console, not to scare. Like the rest of the New
Testament, its primary purpose is to testify—to its first-century readers, and now to us
—of Christ and the gospel. Although it points to salvation at the end of time, it is not
intended as a literal itinerary of future events for those with special knowledge. 

I recommend books I consider more life-changing and profound than the crass
and misleading balderdash of LaHaye and Jenkins. Craig Koester has written what I
consider the best commentary on Revelation, Revelation and the End of All Things.
Another beautifully written postmodern piece is Catherine Keller’s Apocalypse Now and
Then: A Feminist Guide to the End of the World. Keller argues that in Western culture,
we are all readers of Apocalypse, wittingly or unwittingly. 

Helpful for current readings of Apocalypse and Rapture is Amy Johnson
Frykholm’s book, Rapture Culture: Left Behind in Evangelical America. In her interviews
with readers of the Left Behind series, she discovers that, although she finds the series
distasteful and bigoted, she finds readers of the book engaging, warm, and humane. 

TINA CARTER

We address the Book of Revelation as a whole. It is not a good text to read in bits and
pieces. We deal with the Book of Revelation, specifically in the Disciples Bible Study
where we read most of the Bible in a year. We learn the genres—how to read poetry vs.
allegory vs. history, that prophecy is speaking the truth about God and not predicting
events of the future. We ask, What does this book contribute to what we know about
God? We try to hold in our minds the vision of the Kingdom of God being truly now,
and also truly not yet. We talk about those things in Advent, faithfully, every year. �
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JESUS AND EMPIRE: THE KINGDOM OF
GOD AND THE NEW WORLD DISORDER,
Richard A. Horsley. Fortress: 2003, 178
pages, $17. Reviewed by Lewis Donelson, Ruth
Campbell Professor of New
Testament, Austin Seminary.

Jesus of Nazareth was a
political prophet who called

for resistance to Roman world
order and invited peasants to
radical reform of economic and
social life in Galilean villages.
This political Jesus, who is
clearly conveyed in the gospels,
has been transformed, ignored,
and finally tamed in North
American Christianity and in academic
searches for the historical Jesus. This Jesus
calls for modern Christians to resist the new
world empire, which is being violently forced
upon the world by the new Rome, namely,
the United States of America. This Jesus calls
Christians to a “new world disorder,” in which
the economic and social hierarchies of the
American world order are disrupted and
replaced by economic and social solidarity
between the rich and the poor, the rulers and
the ruled. 

Richard A. Horsley in his recent book
Jesus and Empire: The Kingdom of God and the
New World Disorder, explicitly contests the
two dominant views of Jesus in North
America. The Jesus of the church, especially of
the religious right, is a Jesus of private
morality, who is the door to personal eternal
life. This Jesus of heaven has become, mostly
in his silence, the primary religious warrant of
the American world order. The Jesus of the
academy, as drawn especially by followers of
the Jesus Seminar, is a wandering cynic,
speaker of liberal aphorisms, the ultimate
outsider, whose bits of wisdom speak in the
private studies of scholars. Horsley believes
that both of these versions of Jesus create an
ahistorical, apolitical, and ultimately irrelevant
Jesus. 

Moreover, both of these versions are
wrong. Jesus was, most of all, a person

embedded in politics and economics, whose
ministry and message belong to the
complexities of public life. In fact, Jesus was
the precise opposite of the dominant views of

him in North America. He did not bless
empire; he destabilized it. He did not
comfort the privacy of the elite; he
empowered the poor.

Readers familiar with Horsley’s earlier
works will recognize both the message
and the method of this one. In all his
works Horsley employs conflicting social
models to analyze and contextualize the
story of early Christianity. Since the
current misrepresentation of Jesus comes
from depoliticizing and dehistoricizing
our accounts of him, Horsley begins his

account with a narrative of the social and
economic setting of Jesus’ ministry. The
account he gives is one of conflict, between
Romans and their subjects, between the
temple elite and impoverished peasants,
between Greek cities and Jewish villages, and
between the powers of Jerusalem and the
rebellious Galileans.

The data supporting such an account is
admittedly overwhelming. The ancient
Mediterranean world was as violent and
conflicted as our own. The story of Jesus in
the gospels and, in fact, the story of almost all
of early Christianity, is a violent story of
people caught in the political and economic
cruelties of the ancient world. Horsley
documents and narrates this story of conflict
by placing parts of the Jesus story in the
context of this social violence.

For all his disagreements with recent
academic searches for the historical Jesus,
Horsley makes a hermeneutical move derived
directly from such searches. He focuses
exclusively on the gospel of Mark and Q
because he believes that these are the earliest
texts and that they give the most accurate
account of the political Jesus. He detects
political compromise in the final forms of
Luke and Matthew. In fact, the New
Testament itself begins the lamentable
domestication of Jesus. Thus, much of the
Jesus material is ignored in Horsley’s account.

REQUIRED READING
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economic conflict, this does not mean that he
is not embroiled in other things. Neither life
itself nor gospel stories fit fully into the
category of economic conflict. 

Other less problematic complaints might
be noted. Horsley constantly describes the
exact way Galilean peasants would have heard
this or that story. I think Horsley needs a
good bit more historical modesty here. It
seems unlikely that any modern person, no
matter how wonderful a historian they may
be, could ever know precisely how Galilean
peasants in the first century would hear or
not hear given texts. The easy identification
that Horsley makes between the empire of
Rome and the empire of the United States
would be more interesting and helpful if it
were nuanced a bit.

But these complaints should not be
permitted to muffle the overall message of this
book. Horsley makes a compelling argument.
Much of the Jesus material in the gospels is
unambiguously economic and political. And
Horsley has effectively articulated the political
dimensions of this Jesus material. Finally, he
raises the appropriate questions for American
Christians. How will we, who are indebted to
and complicit with the modern world’s
greatest empire, respond to this Jesus who
condemns such empires? How will we, who
secure our place in the world with our private
money, respond to this Jesus who allocates our
money to the whole village?

CREDO: HISTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL
GUIDE TO CREEDS AND CONFESSIONS OF
FAITH IN THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION,
Jaroslav Pelikan. Yale University Press,
2003, 608 pages, $45. Reviewed by Timothy
Lincoln, director of seminary assessment and

library services, Austin
Seminary.

Jaroslav Pelikan, Sterling
Professor of History

Emeritus at Yale University,
continues his life’s work of
reflection on Christian faith
in its dogmatic and creedal
formulations in Credo. The
volume was written in

The Jesus material in Q and Mark
indicate, to Horsley, two responses by Jesus to
his conflicted world. First of all, Jesus calls for
resistance to empire. The Jesus material is, of
course, loaded with resistance imagery. Thus,
there are few surprises to any reader of the
gospels in his treatment of these texts. He
focuses quite naturally on the Kingdom of
God texts, pointing out how politically potent
this material is. Horsley insists that Jesus in
Mark and Q models himself on the pattern of
the resistant prophet in the OT, particularly
upon Elijah. He also declares that the
connection between Jesus and Elijah would
have been obvious to ancient readers. In
perhaps his most creative move, he argues that
exorcisms are not spiritual events but political
ones. Possession by demons is not caused by
demons but by the political and spiritual
experience of domination and abuse by Rome.
To cast out demons is to cast out Roman
legions. 

Somewhat less obvious to readers of the
gospels is Horsley’s second argument that Jesus
is calling for social and economic reform of
Galilean village life. Jesus is not creating a
church, a fellowship of disciples, and certainly
not a new religion. Jesus is working with a
community already in place. He is trying to
reform a village life that has been nearly
destroyed by the combined powers of Rome
and the Jerusalem temple. Assuming the
continuing validity of the Mosaic covenant,
Jesus calls villages to a new economic and
social solidarity, to the forgiving of debts, to
the giving of money to whoever asks. Love is
not, Horsley contends, a feeling but an act of
economic generosity.

Criticisms of this book are rather easy to
compose. A constant critique of Horsley’s
work is that sociological models can only read
data that fits the model. If Jesus’ context is
drawn as political, then Jesus himself will
appear political. The circular character of
sociological models has, of course, been
thoroughly discussed elsewhere. Using
such models is not fatal to historical work.
All readings partake a bit of circularity.
More telling is the sense that too much of
the Jesus material is excised in this book.
If it is true, and I think it is, that Jesus is
embroiled deeply in political and
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conjunction with Creeds and Confessions of the
Christian Faith (4 vols., Yale University Press,
2003), a scholarly compilation of 225 texts in
English translation, which Pelikan co-edited
with Valerie Hotchkiss (J. S. Bridwell
Foundation Endowed Librarian and Professor
of Medieval Studies, Southern Methodist
University). On an accompanying CD-ROM,
one has access to the texts in their original
languages. Credo can be read as a general
historical introduction to Creeds, or as a
freestanding reference work or text book
(preface, xi). 

Perhaps no living person has thought
more deeply in English about historical
theology from a dogmatic perspective than
Pelikan (see, for instance, his magisterial The
Christian Tradition: A History of the
Development of Doctrine, 5 vols., University of
Chicago Press, 1971-1989). Credo is the
harvest of his intimate knowledge of Christian
thinking from late antiquity to the present. It
is a guided tour of creeds and confessions, and
an erudite running commentary on continuity
and change in the articulation of Christian
faith. Much of the landscape of Credo is
familiar to classically trained Protestant
pastors, as the following chapter headings
indicate: Confession of Faith as Doctrine;
Scripture, Tradition, and Creed; Rule of Prayer
and Rule of Faith; Confessions of Faith in the
Reformation Era. In Pelikan’s hands, these
historical topics come to life as the struggle of
the church to own its theological inheritance
and integrate religion of the heart with
coherent speech about the meaning of what
God has done in Christ. Throughout Credo,
Pelikan constantly quotes creeds and
confessions directly and notes scholarship
pertinent to the topic at hand.

Credo also includes indexes to Creeds
and Confessions of the Christian Faith. The
“comparative creedal syndogmaticon” is an
index to the ideas voiced in the Niceno-
Constantinopolitan Creed. Pelikan conceives
this schema as “a doctrinal roadmap” to guide
close reading of creedal and confessional texts
(538). An ecclesiastical index lists churches,
heresies, creeds, confessions, and councils
mentioned in Creeds and Confessions. These
indexes provide helpful access to the wealth of
primary sources that Creeds and Confessions

makes available.
Protestants are prone to think that

Christian history is divided into three periods:
biblical times, which are important because
they produced the scriptures; the Reformation
era, which is important because of the
Reformers’ rediscovery of the Gospel; and the
present, which is important because we
inhabit it. Credo is a splendid antidote to this
sort of mountaintop approach to the history
of Christian thought. Pelikan richly
documents the fact that Christians have
continually reflected on the meaning of faith
and produced creedal statements. He
continues the story of confessional writing
beyond Reformation confessions into the
period of modernity, during which many
Western thinkers openly challenged the claims
of Christian faith. Despite modernity’s
suspicion of corporate dogma and preference
for the individual’s hard-won personal faith
(which, Pelikan observes, can be observed as
early as the seventeenth century in John
Milton’s posthumously published Christian
Doctrine), the writing of confessions of faith as
the expression of belief of a Christian
community continued to proliferate during
the modern period.

As a further antidote to historical and
cultural amnesia about confessional
documents, Pelikan discusses the transmission
of creeds and confessions from one culture to
another (306-335). He notes that the
transmission of Christianity into a new
cultural context involves decisions about
cultus (worship), a code of Christian behavior,
and creed (doctrine). While missionaries have
often accommodated cultus to new cultural
contexts (for instance, Cyril and Methodius
translated the Greek liturgy into Slavonic), the
transmission of creeds involves more than the
deceptively simple task of translating texts.
The perennial questions, Pelikan says, is:
“What components of any particular culture
are sufficiently malleable and neutral to be
taken over into a statement of Christian faith?
And which elements of that culture are so
inherently alien to the gospel, even demonic,
that they cannot be baptized but only
exorcised?” (325). The history of creed-making
shows that Christian communities have
exercised both options. A twentieth-century
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African statement like The Masai Creed
actively uses symbols of the receiving culture,
speaking of Jesus as “always on safari doing
good … showing that the meaning of religion
is love” (328) and affirming that as he lay in
the grave “the hyenas did not touch him”
(329). On the other hand, Pelikan notes, The
Barmen Declaration (1934), born of the
struggle between the so-called German
Christians, who supported the Third Reich,
and conservatives like Martin Niemoeller and
Karl Barth, forthrightly rejected
accommodation to a new cultural situation
(Nazi hegemony) by confessing that Jesus
Christ is “the single word of God.”

Pelikan marvels at the elasticity of
Christian faith over the centuries in dozens of
cultures: “There has never been any picture of
the world, whether scientific or philosophical
or even ‘mythological,’ with which the
confession of the Christian faith has been
entirely compatible … but there has also never
been any picture of the world within which
the confession of the faith has proved to be
altogether impossible” (510). On this basis, he
predicts that both Christian faith and the
writing of confessions suited to new contexts
will continue. He also notes, with appropriate

irony, that movements in the church that are
against creeds end up writing them anyway.

For their contribution to scholarship in
the production of Creeds and Confessions of the
Christian Faith, Pelikan and Hotchkiss have
been hailed as the rightful successors to Philip
Schaff (1813-1893), whose Bibliotheca
Symbolica Ecclesia Universalis was the standard
library collection of Christian creeds for more
than a century. In Credo we are privileged to
hear Pelikan’s resonant voice as he engages us in
conversation with other Christian communities
that have attempted to love God with heart and
mind, communities that assist us as we
American Christians struggle with issues of
human sexuality, gender roles, how to worship
God, or the use of American economic and
military power in this time after the end of
history. Credo reminds us that, though our
struggles are distinctive, we are not the first
Christian communities to engage in doctrinal
controversy as we seek to puzzle out the
meanings of the gospel. Pelikan thinks that
reflection on the creeds produced in other times
and places can assist us as we follow the saints
in responding to Jesus’ question, “Who do you
say that I am?” �

Austin Seminary is now publish-
ing the journal, Horizons in
Biblical Theology: An Interna-
tional Dialogue (edited by
Pittsburgh Theological Seminary
since its founding in 1978).
Andrew Dearman, Austin Semi-
nary professor of Old Testa-
ment, serves as editor-in-chief.
For submissions or subscrip-
tion information, please con-
tact Professor Dearman:
adearman@austinseminary.edu
or 512-404-4856.
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A QUESTION OF
DIVESTMENT:

TWO PERSPECTIVES ON THE
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH (U.S.A.)’S SELECTIVE

DIVESTMENT FROM MULTINATIONAL
CORPORATIONS DOING BUSINESS IN ISRAEL

T
he Presbyterian Church (USA)’s 216th General Assembly, which met in June
of 2004, endorsed recommendations of the Peacemaking Committee and
directed the denomination’s Corporate Witness Office to begin gathering data

to support a selective divestment of financial holdings in multinational corporations
currently conducting business in Israel. By a 431 to 62 vote, the Assembly called on
the church’s Mission Responsibility Through Investment Committee (MRTI) to study
the issue and make recommendations to the General Assembly Council (GAC).

In related actions, the Assembly voted to condemn Israel’s construction of a “secu-
rity wall” in the West Bank, to reject Christian Zionism as a legitimate theological posi-
tion, and to explore the feasibility of sponsoring economic development projects in
Palestine, implementing a plan of action by 2005.

The authors of the following two essays, Rabbi Samuel Barth and the Reverend
Dr. Fahed Abu-Akel, offer different perspectives on these actions.
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WHY I SUPPORT
THE PC(USA) SELECTIVE

DIVESTMENT POLICY

DR. FAHED ABU-AKEL

Fahed Abu-Akel served as Moderator of the 216th General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.), 2002-2003. Born in Kuffer-Yassif, Galilee, Israel, he is the son of Christian Palestinian-
Arab parents. He holds the Master of Divinity degree from Columbia Theological Seminary and the
Doctor of Ministry from McCormick Theological Seminary. Dr. Abu-Akel is the founder and execu-
tive director of Atlanta Ministry with International Students, Inc. (AMIS), has taught world religions
as an adjunct faculty member at Interdenominational Theological Center in Atlanta, and is a mem-
ber of the Presbytery of Greater Atlanta.

T
he PC(USA)’s Divestment Policy is a protest of thirty-eight years of Israel’s ille-
gal military occupation in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza. The poli-
cy is not anti-Israel, anti-Jewish, or anti-Semitic. Its purpose is to promote the

end of the occupation. In 2004, the PC(USA)’s 216th General Assembly focused on
issues of justice, both in the United States and globally, and one issue of deep concern
was the Israeli-Palestinian crisis. Our mission history in the Middle East gives us the
right to speak the truth to power on this difficult crisis between the Israeli Jews and the
Palestinian Arabs:
• The PC(USA) has been in the Middle East focusing on the church’s mission since 1823.
It has enjoyed success in at least three areas: 

Evangelism—Today we have more than 500,000 Presbyterian Arabs as our sisters and
brothers in Christ, most of whom we do not know.
Medical Mission—We have built clinics and hospitals and continue to work on
health issues in the whole region.
Education—Every American University built in Beirut, Cairo, and Istanbul, and oth-
ers all over the region, were built and supported by prayers, dollars, and mission per-
sonnel from the PC(USA). In fact, in 1860 the mission board chartered the regis-
tration of the American University of Beirut in the State of New York.

• Presbyterians work with the Middle East Council of Churches, which represents fifteen
million Arab Christians. We support their ministry and mission in evangelism, educa-
tion, medical, and social services. Our sisters and brothers in Christ ask us to work for
justice and peace for the sake of the gospel, and our witness to the risen Christ through
working for justice supports their existence and their witness.

continued on page 38
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CONCERNING SHALOM
AND CHAGERUT

AND CHEREM

RA B B I SA M U E L BA RT H

A
s we consider the recent conversation between the Presbyterian community
and the Jewish people, these three Hebrew terms present themselves as a basis
for reflection.

The Hebrew word “Chaver” implies friendship and partnership. As a rabbi, trained
in the traditions and values of the Torah, and also steeped in the tradition of liberal plu-
ralistic discourse, it is my natural disposition to look for collegiality and shared arenas
of intellectual discourse with the great schools of Christian thought and practice. Many
of my most profound, formative experiences as a rabbinical student took place at an
annual conference between Jewish, Christian, and Moslem students held annually in
Germany. 

The great concept “Shalom” implies “peace,” “wholeness,” and “completeness.” We
believe that this Hebrew word is itself a Divine Name. We greet each other and take
leave of each other with the simple word Shalom. In the Torah, the Psalms, and Tal-
mudic tradition we are exhorted not only to value Shalom, but also actively to pursue
it. (“Seek peace and pursue it” —Psalm 34). Peace has been the dream of our people in
ages past and in modernity too. As both a Sabra (a native born in Israel) and Israeli cit-
izen, I know firsthand the deep yearning for peace that pervades Israeli society. My
father, who served in the fledgling Israeli army during the War of Independence, told
me even as a child of the doctrine of “tohorat haneshek” (purity of arms) that is a
bedrock in the training of those who serve in the Israeli armed forces.

“Cherem” is ambiguous in the Bible, but in later rabbinic literature it comes to
mean excommunication or shunning, both social and economic. It seems to me that,
albeit with some nuances, the leadership conference of the Presbyterian community is

Samuel Barth is rabbi of Congregation Agudas Achim, a Conservative synagogue in Austin, Texas. A
native of Haifa, Israel, he received his rabbinic ordination from the Leo Baeck College in London. He
has served as assistant dean of the Rabbinical School at the (Conservative) Jewish Theological Semi-
nary and as dean and vice president for academic affairs at The Academy for Jewish Religion (a plu-
ralistic seminary), where he also taught liturgy and Jewish law. He has also served congregations in
the UK, Israel, and the New York area.The author gladly acknowledges “my indebtedness for some of
these thoughts to Rabbi Arik Ascherman, director of Rabbis for Human Rights in Israel.” 

continued on page 39
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• Since 1948, the Presbyterian Church has supported the creation of the state of Israel and
prayed for the Jewish people. Across the United States, there are increasing numbers of
Jewish congregations utilizing Presbyterian buildings for their Friday Sabbath worship
services, and Presbyterians are more involved in this sharing of space than other Protes-
tant denominations. Presbyterian clergy have long worked with local rabbis in inter-
faith services and on issues of social justice in our communities. Historically, Presbyte-
rians have a strong relationship with Jews and Palestinians, and that history allows us
to speak about the importance of reconciliation and peace between Israel and Palestine.

Since 1967 the PC(USA)’s General Assembly has been on record against the Israeli mil-
itary occupation. The 216th General Assembly of 2004 endorsed three new positions:
• The separation wall Israel is building is illegal under international law. The General
Assembly action was affirmed by the International Court of Justice in The Hague and
also by the Israeli Supreme Court. Why? Because the wall is being built on Palestinian
land, inside the pre-1967 borders, deep inside the West Bank and Gaza, and its pur-
pose is to protect the illegal Israeli-Jewish settlements, not to protect the state of Israel.
According to Betsalem, the Israeli Human Rights Organization in Jerusalem, “when the
wall is completed it will harm and separate 850,000 Palestinians from their farmland,
schools, clinics, hospitals, work, and places of worship.”
• Christian Zionism is neither biblical nor Reformed. Theology matters to Presbyterians,
and the General Assembly went on record, in part, to help us see that the positions of
those who would seek to promote the relationship between Zionism and the Second
Coming of Christ (e.g., the Left Behind series, the Reverend Jerry Falwell, and the Rev-
erend Pat Robertson) are not acceptable. This dispensational theology says that the
Palestinian Arab Christians of Bethlehem, Jerusalem, and the West Bank are there by
mistake. They are on the land against God’s will. Dispensationalist theology holds that
the land of Palestine belongs to Jews only, that it was given to them by God, and thus
that four million Palestinian Arab Christians and Muslims must leave the land and faith
communities that have been theirs for over 2000 years. Moreover, Christian Zionism is
a bloody theology and supports ethnic cleansing. It does not seek the truth and does
not seek justice and peace between the Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs.
• Phased Selective Divestment is directed toward American companies that are harming the
Palestinian people in the occupied West Bank and Gaza. There has been little if any
protest or outcry against other General Assembly positions, namely, saying that the
occupation must end, that the wall is illegal, and that Christian Zionism is not biblical
or Reformed. Instead, all the anger came against our phased Selective Divestment Pol-
icy in American companies that are working in the West Bank and Gaza, and not in
Israel. Dr. Jeff Halper, a former Israeli Jewish professor of anthropology at the Ben
Gurion University in Jerusalem and the director of the Israeli Committee Against
House Demolition (ICAHD) wrote:

After years of diplomatic efforts aimed at inducing Israel to end its occupation,
while watching it grow ever stronger and more permanent, ICAHD supports
a multi-tiered campaign of strategic, selective sanctions against Israel until the

continued on page 40
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seeking to apply cherem to Israel, the Jewish state in the Middle East. This action trou-
bles me profoundly.

Why am I troubled so deeply? Not because there is criticism of Israel. There is
indeed much within Israel that can and should be the focus of critical reflection. I
believe that there are aspects of Israeli policy towards the Palestinian people that are
morally indefensible, and I have added my name to petitions addressing these matters.
In spite of facing some significant criticism within my own community I believe that it
is right for the religious leaders of the Jewish people to address in public the failures of
the sovereign state of Israel. However I also take great pride in the consistent actions of
the Israeli Supreme Court and the free Israeli press to address and safeguard the rights
of all Israeli citizens and other residents of the Middle East, including the Palestinians.
I hope we all recall that the Supreme Court ordered the rerouting of the security barri-
er to reduce the impact on the lives of Palestinian communities.

I am troubled because, as a contemporary realist, I know how many places there
are in this world of ours where true evil walks the face of the earth. I know in how many
places people are routinely put to severe torture for the practice of their religious faith
(Christians too), and we all know that slavery is not yet eradicated from human society.
We are reminded frequently of the suffering of children in the manufacture of our
clothes and the other artifacts of our techno-sophisticated society. Many last areas of
pristine natural resources are threatened by industrial exploitation.

The Presbyterian Church has indeed spoken out, and strongly, on these issues. Yet
to my knowledge there is no talk of “selective divestiture” from industrial concerns or
nations complicit in any of these morally offensive acts. 

I am even more troubled by the phrase used by the Presbyterian Church which
declares without reservation that, “occupation … has proven to be at the root of evil acts
committed against innocent people on both sides of the conflict.” The words “root of
evil” have, tragically, long been a part of the history between Christian churches and the
Jewish people. In earlier historic periods Jews were identified as the “root of evil” in the
world, and a great price was paid for this theological crucifixion of the Jews. 

It is too simplistic to say that the occupation is the root of the evil currently man-
ifested so tragically in the Middle East. Might it not be that the root of the troubles is
the acts of the Arab states that jointly declared war on the newly declared Jewish State
in 1948 (when the borders were even smaller than in 1967)? Might the root of the evil
not be seen in the terrorist acts perpetrated routinely by the so-called leaders of the
Palestinian people in all the years since 1948, against Jews and all humanity, in almost
every corner of the globe? The Presbyterian Church’s resolution directs not one word of
criticism against the leadership of the Palestinian people who have supported and facil-
itated many grievous attacks against Israeli citizens throughout the world.

In these times when Prime Minister Ariel Sharon is making extraordinary acts of
political bravery to begin the dismantling of so much of the occupation, is it morally
equable to remain on record that the actions of Israel are the root of all the evil? Surely
there are failings with occupation in both practice and principle. However, I look to my

continued on page 40
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friends—my chaverim—for a measure of balance and perspective. Sadly, I find this
lacking in the actions of the Presbyterian Church’s General Assembly.

I know that the resolution did not call for a total boycott (cherem) against Israel or
her economic partners. But the concept of cherem has been introduced into our con-
versation, and very recent signs indicate that there can be an even more unhealthy esca-
lation of this trend. I believe that this act is dangerous to the well-being of our shared
conversation and dangerous to the true pursuit of peace between Israelis and Palestini-
ans. If Israeli leaders see that cherem is uniquely directed against their land they may
have good cause to wonder is Israel is judged fairly in the court of world religious opin-
ion, and whether Israel can count on the goodwill and concern of world leaders as fur-
ther sacrifices and risks for the sake of peace are contemplated.

Let us resolve to turn aside from the brinkmanship we see emerging. Let us com-
mit to public and private dialogue on the issues that concern us. Let us recognize that
criticism of Israel is not necessarily a manifestation of anti-Semitism. But let us also rec-
ognize the danger and historical tragedies associated with unbalanced and theological-
ly loaded criticism of Jewish actions in the world.

We live in a time that the Bible might label as “Eyt Ratson.” Let us pray that there
will be true partners among the Israeli and Palestinian people, ready to seek peace and
do all that it takes to pursue that peace with honesty, integrity, and love. We hope and
pray also that the Christian community will support this peacemaking by taking a mea-
sured and balanced approach to public statements and resolutions. I, with many of my
friends in Jewish leadership, am open at any time to continue our conversations with
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), both publicly and privately, and to plan a journey to
Israel and the Middle East together, so that our conversations may be informed by our
direct and shared experience. �

occupation ends; i.e. a campaign targeting Israel’s occupation rather than Israel
per se. We believe that in most cases merely enforcing existing laws, interna-
tional as well as domestic, would render the occupation untenable and would
pull Israel back into compliance with human right covenants. We also favor
selective divestment and boycott as tools of moral and economic pressure.1

Agreeing with Halper, I support the PC(USA) Selective Divestment Policy because it
reminds us that the occupation of Palestine is still the issue. We in the United States can
continue to support Israel as our friend with $4 billion a year and can help Israel to
make peace with Egypt and Jordan, as we have in the past. I hope and pray, too, that we
will help Israel make peace with Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and all of the Arab
countries. But if we fail to make peace between the Israeli Jews and the Palestinian Arabs
by helping to end the occupation, peace will not come during our lifetime. �

NOTE
1 “Sanctions Against the Israeli Occupation: It’s Time,” Arabic Media Internet Network, Janu-
ary 27, 2005, www.amin.org/eng/uncat/2005/jan/jan270.html

Dr. Fahed Abu-Akel, continued from page 38

Rabbi Samuel Barth, continued from page 39
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