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Introduction 

Since many biblical prophets were active in periods of great social upheaval, they 

often describe times of war and expectations of an emergent peace.  According to some 

interpretations, however, events described in the prophecies are not events that happened 

during the prophets' lifetimes.  Instead, they are future events: the war to end all wars and 

the emergence of God's kingdom on earth.  Such interpretations can function as a barrier 

to peace, as those who make them view war as a desirable evil, i.e., God's herald ushering 

in lasting peace. 

Journalist Gene Lyons states that Bush's religious characterizations of our 

country's recent military excursions come straight out of this tradition of Biblical 

interpretation.  Unlike political commentators who believe that Bush is deeply religious, 

Lyons says that Bush uses the rhetoric as a deliberate political ploy.  It keeps Bush 

connected with the enormous voting and funding base in the Christian right. When Bush 

presents his middle eastern wars as fulfillments of God's will, his actions seem to align 

with the conservative Christian agenda.  His supporters feel encouraged by this hint of 

the approaching end times. 

Apocalyptic defenses of war, particularly the ones I shall describe below, are easy 

to criticize philosophically.  One can stand outside of apocalyptic literature and question 

its basic assumptions about free will, responsibility, hermeneutics and ethics. More 
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difficult, however, is to offer a critique from within the perspective of apocalyptic 

literature that affirms its social critique yet rejects its violent solution.  Such a critique 

should note the origins and intent of apocalyptic literature, and suggest a scripturally 

based solution in line with origins and intent.  Finally, the solution should not be subject 

to the same philosophical objections as apocalyptic literature.  

 

Premillenial Dispensationalism 

Lyons specifically notes that Bush draws on the premillenial dispensationalism of 

Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, co-authors of the Left Behind series, and Hal Lindsey, 

author of Blood Moon and The Late Great Planet Earth.  Premillenial dispensationalists 

read all of the prophecies in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament as a unit 

conveying a single message about the future.  At a certain point in history, marked by the 

ingathering of Jewish exiles, an increase in world immorality, devastating natural 

disasters, and the rise of military coalitions to the northwest of Israel, the message will be 

fulfilled.  All true Christians who ever lived will be "raptured" -- taken up to heaven -- to 

dwell in the clouds with the Lord Jesus Christ.  The Rapture will usher in a seven to ten 

year period of Tribulation, including all-out war, the battle of Armageddon, the 

rebuilding and desecration of the Jerusalem Temple, and brutal mass slaughter such as 

the world has never seen.  After the Tribulation, the earth will witness Christ's Second 

Coming and the ushering in of a millennium of Christ's Kingdom on Earth.  

Contemporary premillenial dispensationalists agree that we are now seeing the "signs of 

the times."  
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In the U.S. today, several versions of premillenial dispensationalism are being 

preached through the medium of best-selling books.  On one end of the spectrum is the 

spiritual counseling offered by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, authors of the popular 

fictional Left Behind series and the didactic nonfiction work Are We Living in the End 

Times?  LaHaye and Jenkins are graceful writers who are able to explain clearly the 

Biblical scholarship behind their views.  Historical events, they believe, will unfold as the 

Bible predicts them  Humanity's only hope for salvation is individual hope: the ability of 

individuals to accept the right version of Christianity and so be among the true believers 

raptured up to heaven.  The villains blocking the way to salvation are, in their view, the 

false Christians.  False Christians include extremists, such as Jim Jones and David 

Koresh, who use the promise of the end-times to control and harm others, and 

rationalists, such as Bishop Spong, who attempts to articulate a faith for our scientific 

times that is not based on millennial hopes.  

At another end of the spectrum lies the political advice of Hal Lindsey.  Lindsey 

is not a gracious writer; to the contrary, he produces mean-spirited, factually inaccurate 

political rants.  In his recent work The Final Battle, he argues that political and military 

leaders should use his understanding of Biblical prophecy as a guide to policy.  Israel 

should not give up any land in hopes of peace because the Bible predicts it will see all-

out war.  The U.S., in preparation for Armageddon, should pursue a heavy military 

buildup and not scale back its military spending in order to achieve other important goals.  

And the world should be alerted to the growing Islamic threat because the entire Arab 

world (including Egypt and Turkey) is characterized by "lack of commitment to 

democracy and human rights" (Lindsey, 14).  After clearly identifying Russia and the 
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Arab nations as the enemies of the Judeo-Christian world, Lindsey concludes by asserting 

that politics is beside the point; the real point is that "we must be born again spiritually" 

(Lindsey, 285). 

 

Philosophical Critique 

From a philosophical perspective, premillenial dispensationalism appears to be 

nonsense.  Or, in other, gentler words, it cannot withstand even a simple philosophical 

critique.  It relies on an inconsistent theory of free will and determinism, offers in poor 

faith a palliative sense of control, applies a fragmented hermeneutic to both Biblical 

prophecy and current events, and is ethically questionable. 

On LaHaye's view, world events are determined, but the fate of individuals is left 

open.  Perhaps one could make sense of this inconsistency using a metaphor: the world is 

a container and individuals are its contents.  The future of the container can be 

determined separately from the future of its contents.  However, the metaphor doesn't go 

very far; for world historical events do not simply function as a container for individuals.  

Instead, they result from the behavior of influential individuals.  If individuals did not 

make particular choices, world historical events could not take place.  For example, if no 

one adopted the right type of Christian belief, could the Rapture happen?  If all Jews 

chose Christianity long before the Tribulation, could the Temple be rebuilt?  If the 

President of Russia converted to Christianity, could Armageddon take place?  These 

events are either impossible or meaningless without human participation.  Lindsey states 

that political events are fixed, yet urges political leaders to make particular decisions.  If 
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these decisions cannot affect the political stage, however, there seems little point in 

urging leaders to make them. 

From an existentialist perspective, premillenial dispensationalism displays a bald 

shirking of responsibility.  In the face of a difficult world, marked by war, scarcity, and 

natural disaster, predispensational millennialists assert that difficulties are all part of a 

plan. Yet the plan's actualization has been anticipated for centuries.  Over and over again, 

its fulfillment is expected; and over and over again, those who hope have been 

disappointed.  Yet in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, believers still 

keep the faith.  From an existentialist perspective, however, this can be seen as an act of 

bad faith.  Because bad things herald the good, true Christians need not take 

responsibility to make the world a better place.  God will take care of that in due time.  

Besides, bad things are not really so bad; in contrast to the Tribulation things are 

relatively comfortable.  So true Christians need not fix up the world; they will be basking 

in heaven by the time the world is really a dangerous place. 

Premillenial dispensationalists read prophetic scripture using an oddly circular 

hermeneutic. Scripture supplies the meaning of contemporary politics; contemporary 

politics supply the meaning of scripture.  America's war with Iraq, for example, is 

understood as heralding all-out war because it shares features with a prophetic oracle -- 

not because the actual political situation is irredeemable.  Yet the prophetic oracle is 

hardly a reliable guide to current events.  Its metaphors, originally describing ancient 

Babylon, are stretched to fit the contours of Iraq.  A sense of what the original features of 

the oracle are is no longer available as a measure of the meaning of current events.  The 

extent to which the prophecies actually refer to current events, then, becomes 
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unverifiable.  Lindsey blurs the distinction between his scriptural interpretations and 

currents events in particularly obvious ways.  Because he believes, for example, that 

scripture speaks of a growing united Arab threat, he substitutes his idea of what would 

count as such a threat for political realities.  For example, when he says the entire Arab 

world exhibits a “lack of commitment to democracy and human rights,” he explicitly 

includes in his list of Arab countries Egypt, which is a democracy, and Turkey, which is 

not an Arabic country.  Linsdey’s response to such a factually based criticism would no 

doubt be that Egypt and Turkey will soon display their true natures, just as the prophecies 

predict. 

Finally, when a political leader asserts that God desires total war, I can understand 

the message as a propagandistic attempt at mobilizing support.  But when someone who 

claims to be a sober religious thinker asserts that God uses total war as a tool, I 

completely fail to understand.  For both Judaism and Christianity forbid murder, hold 

nonviolent solutions in high esteem, and have well-developed just war traditions that 

place ethical limits on declaring and fighting war.  The view that God will bring about a 

lasting peace using methods that are ethically forbidden even to flawed human creatures 

seems a bizarre overturning of any attempt at theodicy.  At the very least, it must be 

defended, not simply asserted. 

 

Spiritual Critique 

While the philosophical criticisms are easy to make, they are unlikely to be 

compelling for anyone drawn to premillenial dispensationalism.  For such persons, free 

will is a mysterious gift from heaven, faith in God is a good faith, ancient prophets could 
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see visions of the future, and God who created the world is not subject to the rules of 

worldly creatures.  More compelling criticisms might be those that take apocalyptic 

literature seriously, attempt to understand its original intent and suggest nonviolent 

alternatives to it. 

One of the earliest and most popular pieces of apocalyptic literature is the book of 

I Enoch.  Fragments of its Chapters 1-12, The Book of Watchers, were found among the 

Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran and are dated as early as c. 200 B.C.E.  Like much 

apocalyptic literature, I Enoch is written in the voice of a famous scriptural personality, 

who is said to have visited the heavenly abode and received a revelation from God about 

a salvation beyond human history.  And, like much apocalyptic literature, I Enoch offers 

a reinterpretation of existing scriptural passages.  The work focuses on interpreting the 

following puzzling verses, Genesis 6:1-4, which introduce the story of Noah's flood. 

 

When human beings began to become many on the earth, and daughters 

were born to them, sons of God saw that the daughters of humans were 

beautiful.  They took any wives they chose.  God said, My spirit shall not 

dwell in humanity forever, because he is flesh, and his days will be 120 

years.  The Nephilim were in the land in those days and also afterwards, 

when the sons of God mated with the daughters of humans and gave birth.  

They are the heroes, who are forever famous people. 

 

These verses cry out for reinterpretation.  In the first place, the narrative they offer 

does not cohere: it is not clear what caused God's judgment, or who were the offspring of 
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the sons of God and the human women.  In the second place, even if the narrative did 

cohere, it seems completely out of place in what is supposed to be a monotheistic text.  

Who are the sons of God and how could they mate with human women?  I Enoch fills in 

these blanks, emphasizing the verses' connection with the flood story. The sons of God 

are angels, the offspring are monsters, and everyone's misbehavior causes God's harsh 

judgment.  Specifically, I Enoch tells the following story. 

Male angels see beautiful human women.  They desire to mate with the women 

and produce children.  Two hundred angels make a pact to act all together.  Each one 

marries one human woman.  The women become pregnant and give birth to giants.  The 

giants eat all of humanity's produce and then human beings themselves, as well as all 

kinds of animals.  In the meantime, the angels teach their human wives various arts, 

sciences, and magical practices, including weaponry, cosmetics, and spells.  The world 

becomes changed and is filled with destruction.  Four faithful angels complain to God.  

God responds by asking the faithful angels to let one man know about the coming flood 

so he can save himself.  God then describes the eternal punishments to be faced by the 

leaders of the errant angels.  Enoch goes to heaven to intercede on behalf of the angels.  

God explains that the punishment of the angels cannot be revoked, but the rest of the 

world can look forward to a glorious era crowned by God's righteousness. 

Scholars attempting to understand the point of this story often revert to the 

historical observation that apocalyptic literature is often produced in times of social 

stress.  Thus, apocalyptic literature can be read as protest literature.  At the very least, 

apocalyptic literature asserts that conditions are untenable.  They are so untenable that if 

unchecked, they may bring about the end of the world as we know it.  The situation 
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described in I Enoch is one in which powerful people from another place seduce a culture 

with all sorts of sophisticated vanities. The children of the culture become greedy beyond 

control, drawing the entire earth into their attempt at consumption.  Leaders who still 

have a head on their shoulders recognize the danger and attempt to do something about it. 

The situation described in I Enoch echoes contemporary criticisms of economic 

globalization.  Our world is being consumed by the greed of a handful of multinational 

corporations.  Resources are being appropriated; spirituality is being replaced by 

materialism; and armies are used to force economic compliance.  This critique is echoed 

in premillenial dispensationalism, when it asserts that the signs of the times are natural 

disasters, immorality, and military coalitions.  Perhaps premillenial dispensationalism can 

be read as a kind of protest literature, asserting that materialism has so thoroughly 

overrun spirituality that the world is in danger.  In this way, it can be taken seriously, but 

not literally.  Or, perhaps, the social criticism it offers can be honored without its ultimate 

solution – a celebration of the destruction of the world -- being affirmed. 

Perhaps premillenial dispensationalism’s call for individual spiritual turning can 

also be affirmed. This turning from materialism to spirituality has been beautifully 

described by the ancient Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 B.C.E. - 40 C.E.) 

in a commentary on the very same puzzling verses of Genesis 6: 1-4.  Philo brings to his 

interpretation a passionate love for Plato's dialogues, especially the Phaedo and the 

Republic.  From the Phaedo, Philo adopts the idea that the good life consists of the 

attempt to shun the body in favor of the soul.  From the Republic, Philo learns that true 

reality is accessible only to intellectual perception.  Because Philo found spiritual truth in 
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Plato's works, he was convinced that the same truth was expressed in his Bible.  Thus 

Philo reads his truth between the lines of Genesis 6:1-4. 

The angels of God, Philo says, are metaphors for the human soul.  The air is in 

fact filled with hovering spirits.  When the Torah says the angels see beautiful women 

and take wives, it allegorically describes the fact that spirits incarnate in human bodies.  

To a human body, God's spirit brings the gift of wisdom.  But bodies, as the Torah points 

out, are made of flesh.  They are drawn after material desires; they eventually decay.  

Thus wisdom -- God's spirit -- cannot remain in them forever.  Some people understand 

this intuitively and know how to transform themselves into vessels for wisdom; they are 

the giants among us. 

Philo responds to the same problem identified in I Enoch and premillenial 

dispensationalism.  Philo's prescription, however, may escape some of the philosophical 

criticisms of premillenial dispensationalism that I articulated earlier.  Philo lays out no 

puzzling map of human free will, asserting simply that humans have free will and should 

use it.  He does not shirk responsibility, but recommends that humans take responsibility.  

While Philo does apply a heavy handed hermeneutic, he articulates its principles. He 

explicitly acknowledges that his interpretation is metaphorical rather than literal, and lays 

out the two terms of the metaphor.  Finally, he does not approve of divine violence, 

championing only a divine invitation to perfect our souls in a way that improves the 

world. 

Unfortunately, President Bush is in no position to use Philo's rhetoric - even if it 

would appeal to the religious right, and even if Bush did in fact agree with it.  President 

Bush is committed to leading the U.S. into war, and he must choose a rhetorical strategy 
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with a place for war.  In the world view offered by premillenial dispensationalism, war is 

the means that brings about the ultimate good.  Sadly, our president's pretending that U.S. 

military excursions aim at the ultimate good for all humanity only perpetuates the faith 

that premillenial dispensationalists put into war. Bush's rhetoric encourages even the 

most spiritually idealistic Americans to prefer war to peace.  In an ideal world, of course, 

the President would affirm the goal of the premillenialists along with the solution of 

Philo, and take the lead in purifying his soul.  
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