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B
SECTION

By Alissa Wilkinson
The Washington Post

A
s a way to kick off the
end of the world with
a bang, the rapture
is right up there with
zombies, killer robots,
alien invasions and

natural disasters.
But no story— or, really, brand

— has capitalized on the rapture
more successfully than “Left
Behind,” the massively popular
franchise about the coming of the
Antichrist.

And nothing has captured con-
servative American evangelical-
ism at the turn of the century as
well, either.

This belief about the timeline of
events at the end of theworld has
deep roots in American religion.
In the 18th century, American
Puritanminister andHarvard
President IncreaseMather and
his son, Cotton, spoke of a rapture
of the faithful before a period
of tribulation. Their views and
similar oneswere crystallized
and popularized in 1827 by John
Nelson Darby, one of the origi-
nalmembers of the Plymouth
Brethren denomination and the
father ofmodern dispensational-
ism, a view of history espoused
by some Christians. Among other
things, ot holds that the Jewish
people have not been replaced
by the Church as God’s people.
It also views themodern state of
Israel as the biblical Israel, await-
ing the fulfillment of all of the Old
Testament’s promises before the
end of days.

Some Christians— fundamen-
talists and certain evangelicals
— believe the Bible foretells a
“premillennialist” rapture: After
peace is achieved between the
state of Israel and the rest of the
world, and following the rise of
a one-world government, there
will come amoment in which
Christians will disappear from
the earth enmasse, signaling
the rise of the Antichrist and the
beginning of a seven-year tribu-
lation period before Jesus’ even-
tual return to Earth and, after a
thousand-year period of peace,
Satan’s final defeat.

SCENARIOSSHOWUP
INEARLYFICTION

A number of these scenarios
showed up early in American fic-
tion. Scholar Crawford Gribben
points out that a century ago,
on the verge ofWorldWar I, the
British writer SydneyWatson
wrote a three-book post-rapture
trilogy— “Scarlet and Purple”
(1913), “TheMark of the Beast”
(1915) and “In the Twinkling of
an Eye” (1916) — that seems to
have launched the genre and set

its template. There also was the
low-budget 1972 film “A Thief in
the Night,” followed by “A Distant
Thunder” (1978), which includes
an indelible guillotine scene.
Twomore films, “Image of the
Beast” and “The Prodigal Planet,”
followed.

And dispensationalists were
getting into the market. Hal
Lindsey’s 1970 runaway best-
seller “The Late, Great Planet
Earth,” exploring Christian
prophecy about the end times,
sold 28million copies in its
first two decades in print and
spawned a theatrically released
film narrated by (of all people)
OrsonWelles. It was released in
1979, the same year Jerry Falwell
formed theMoral Majority — of
which “Left Behind” co-author
Tim LaHaye later became part.

LaHaye, who diedMonday
at the age of 90, and his writing
partner for the series, Jerry B.
Jenkins, are dispensationalists.
They have pointed to “A Thief in
the Night” and “The Late, Great
Planet Earth” as inspirations.

Their first novel, simply titled
“Left Behind,” was published
in 1995 and became a runaway
best-seller. Fifteenmore novels
were published in the main
series, including three prequels
to “Left Behind,” with the final
volume, “Kingdom Come: The

Final Victory,” released in 2007.
Book 10, “The Remnant: On the

Brink,” debuted at No. 1 on the
New York Times best-seller list;
seven of the novels reached the
top of the charts. The series has
sold more than 65million copies.

“Left Behind” follows a group
of Americans through the days
after the rapture—which occurs
shortly after an Israeli botanist
wins the Nobel Prize for devising
a way to grow crops in the des-
ert, therebymaking Israel a self-
sustained trading partner with
its neighbors and bringing peace
to theMiddle East. In the series
that follows, the Antichrist, a
charismatic young Romanian
leader, works through the United
Nations’ machinery to consoli-
date currency and erase national
borders. Eventually, all are
brought together under theMark
of Loyalty, a biochip inserted into
the hand or forehead that allows
one to purchase food, and a tat-
too— theMark of the Beast.

“Left Behind” was well-timed.
In 1995, with the ColdWar

ended, the Soviet Union effective-
ly dissolved and the BerlinWall
down— and well past the expira-
tion date for “Late, Great Planet
Earth’s” predictions about the
1980s— the average conserva-
tive evangelical was less worried
about Russia and the bomb and

more concerned about a twofold
threat: apostasy and liberalizing
trends in the church as well as
the loss of national sovereignty
through the United Nations.

‘AHISTORICALACCOUNT’
I was 12 when the first “Left

Behind” book was published, and
like many conservative evangeli-
cal kids growing up in church
who could recite the timeline of
the tribulation at the drop of a
hat, I saw the books less as fic-
tion andmore like the film adap-
tations’ producer Paul LaLonde’s
idea of them. He described it to
Variety in 2014: “It’s also a histor-
ical account in a sense because
it’s based on a true story. It just
hasn’t happened yet.”

As far as LaHaye and Jenkins
are concerned, these aren’t
speculative plot points. They’re
predictive.

Talking to the New York Times
in 2004, just before the release
of the penultimate book in the
series, “Glorious Appearing:
The End of Days,” LaHaye said:
“The Bible clearly teaches there’s
going to be a one-world govern-
ment in the last days. And after
the rapture of the church, then
that one-world government will
coalesce, bringing together all
the governments of the world
and also bringing together all the

religions of the world.”
But it wasn’t only dispensation-

alist Christians, drawn to a spe-
cific scenario they believedwould
bring about the end of theworld,
whowere drawn to the “Left
Behind” series. The immense
sales numbers of the booksmatch
the sales of the “Hunger Games”
trilogy and the “Lemony Snicket”
books and outpace “A Song of
Fire and Ice” (onwhich “Game of
Thrones” is based).

The reason becomesmore
clear when you revisit the books
that spiked such extraordinary
sales, and a huge raft of spin-
offs. “Left Behind” isn’t great lit-
erature, but it’s highly engaging
reading for a mass market, fast-
moving fiction with elements
drawn from sci-fi, romance,
disaster porn, and political and
spy novels.

That is the genius of the “Left
Behind” books: Theywork on
two levels. For the non-Christian
reader, the traditional genre trap-
pings and themystery of what
will happen next keep the pages
turning. But, for the Christian
reader, being able to read current
events into the novel’s narratives
is thrilling, as is seeing how vari-
ous elements of the Bible that are
written as visions in the book
of Revelation (dragons, beasts,
women giving birth, horsemen,
fiery pits, the symbol 666)might
actually work out in contempo-
rary America and the geopolitics
beyond its borders.

What the books suggest, with
their focus on geopolitics, is the
end of America is the end of the
world. If peace is achieved in
Israel, and the U.N. supersedes
individual governing bodies, then
the end is coming, the rapture is
nigh and the Great Tribulation is
about to start.

It is a tribute to many evangeli-
cals’ concern for their unsaved
neighbors and families that they
found global events such as the
formation of the European Union
and the increased influence of
the U.N., to be amatter for con-
cern, not celebration (after all,
rapture theology suggests believ-
ers will be lifted out and spared
the coming wrath): The clock is
running out, the books suggest-
ed, and you don’t want your loved
ones to be left behind.

It’s also true that the vast com-
mercial “Left Behind” empire
is emblematic of commodified
American religion in the 1990s
and 2000s. It might have been sat-
isfying for believers to see their
passions become amass-market
hit. Butmoving product isn’t the
same thing as putting people in
the pews—or bringing about a
long-awaited end of theworld.

By Meghan Bogema
Interfaith intern at Calvin College

This past academic year I
had the privilege of working
with the Kaufman Interfaith

Institute as the interfaith intern
at Calvin College, promoting
interfaith dialogue, education,
and service-learning on Calvin’s
campus.

This unique
opportunity ini-
tially filled me
with excitement
and curiosity, for
I previously had
little interaction
with the diverse
religious commu-
nities in Grand Rapids.

After only a month of intern-
ing, I quickly found that my
stereotypes and biases toward
religious minorities were being
dismantled.

Duringmy undergraduate

experience at Calvin, I was
pushed to think critically about
my Christian identity and how
my race, gender and sexual ori-
entation intersect to formmy
worldview.

I found that engaging with
other cultures, religions and
diverse communities continu-
ously informed and reshaped
myworldview. Through story-
telling and interfaith dialogue,
I was reminded that every per-
son—whether Muslim, Hindu,
Buddhist, Sikh or Christian
— brings a layered identity and
complexity to the table. The con-
cept of intersectionality allows
me to share my experience as
a young, white woman in the
church and be known holistically
for who I am.

Givenmy religious and racial
privilege in the United States,
I acknowledge it is especially
important for me to engage in

interfaith discussions.
By forming relationships,

listening to stories and humbly
learning about other religious
traditions, it is apparent to me
that peace, hospitality, love of
neighbor and similar themes are
shared across religions.

INTERFAITHRELATIONSHIPS
AREVITAL

In the wake of terrorist
attacks, mass shootings and
evil across the world, it is vital
that we form interfaith rela-
tionships. These relationships
allow us to resist hate, includ-
ing Islamophobia, and instead
embrace our peaceful Muslim
brothers and sisters.

This past spring, the Plaster
Creek Stewards and theMasjid
At-Tawheed Islamic Center
partnered to host an educational
event that explored the history of
the Plaster Creek watershed.

This newly formed relation-
ship began in August when the
Plaster Creek Stewards installed
a rain garden at the Islamic
Center. In return, the Islamic
Center graciously gave visitors
a tour of the mosque, provided
delicious food and answered
questions regardingMuslim
traditions. The event was fruitful
and educational. As I reflect on
my experience there, I imme-
diately think of hospitality and
grace.

My stomach dropped when
I heard about the July 3 terror-
ist attack in Baghdad and I felt
outrage, sorrow and devastation.
My interactions with theMuslim
community in Grand Rapids
made the news feel more acute.

I was struck by The New York
Times article, “After Attacks on
Muslims, Many Ask:Where Is
the Outpouring?” I found truth
and frustration in the article’s

statement:
“This is not the first time that

theWest seems to have shrugged
off massacres in predominantly
Muslim countries. But the rela-
tive indifference after so many
deaths caused by the very groups
that have plagued theWest is
more than amatter of hurt feel-
ings.”

This year, as an interfaith
intern, I learned how important
interfaith relationships are. They
allow for differing religious com-
munities to mourn and grieve
together; they create space for
listening and support in times of
need and paralyzing terror.

I am thankful for my exposure
to the religious communities in
Grand Rapids and how they have
expandedmyworldview, under-
standing of diverse traditions,
and compassion for my neigh-
bors here and around the world.
—Contact interfaith@gvsu.edu

Selling theendof theworld

Creating space to listenwhile growing in understanding
INTERFAITH INSIGHT

The ‘Left Behind’ series was just the latest way America prepared for the rapture

Bogema


