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What is the Rapture?  A Unitarian Universalist View. 

by the Reverend Lone Jensen 

        For the visitor here today let me reassure you.  Rapture is not really 

part of our theology.  Since we value theological diversity I suppose it 

could be.  But since our Universalist foremothers, and forefathers too, 

believed so fiercely in a God who is best defined as love, words like 

damnation or hell have not been a part of our vocabulary for a long time.  

So in our theology absolutely no one gets left behind!  But when I heard 

this episode performed on Garrison Keeler THE PRAIRIE HOME 

COMPANION (Saturday, May 1, 2004) I was inspired to tackle this 

topic.  A child appears lost and is questioned by Keeler.  Her family has 

suddenly disappeared.  Together they arrive at an alarming conclusion: 

maybe her family was raptured!  Maybe she has been left behind.  So 

Garrison Keeler makes several fictional telephone calls, one to President 

Bush, who has no new intelligence about the rapture and one to Billy 

Graham who answers the phone and he even tries to get a call in to the 

Vatican where he has a hard time explaining that he is talking about 

rapture not rap music. They are all still here. Then he makes a final call 

and gets this recorded message: Thank you for calling the Unitarian-

Universalist Association!  Nobody is here to take your call so please 

leave a message and we will return your call as soon as possible. If 

you're signing up for the committee on housing and urban ministry, 
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press 1… Oh, my gosh!  All my clothes just fell off and I'm going up into 

the air.  OOOOH! (Dial tone) Keeler can’t quite believe this: 

Unitarians. Gone? So he turns on the radio and hears this news report: 

         Meanwhile, in Boston, hundreds of men and women who were 

protesting the war in Iraq suddenly disappeared, according to 

eyewitnesses, leaving their anti war signs behind, placards littering the 

side walk, and their clothing lying in the street, all of which was made 

from natural materials by native people and had political slogans 

written on it, as well as Native American jewelry ----in short the 

Unitarians have been raptured! (Adapted) 

            Ok, it is funny.  Irreverent, but funny and mostly the joke is on 

us.  But rapture as a theological concept is in fact a rather serious topic 

and it seems to me a rather scary one.  My research assistant Barbara 

Face told me that after one hour on line with the various Left Behind and 

Pre-tribulations websites she just had to stop and take her dog for a walk 

to regain her sanity. One of the websites has this amazing image of a 

modern city with Jesus hovering in the sky and car wrecks on the 

freeway as drivers on the right side of God, now there is a concept, have 

been taken up to heaven.  Well after my drive here yesterday I can 

understand the desire to be magically lifted out of a traffic jam but I do 

not think that is all they have in mind. Rapture is also really big business 
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with lots of profits to be made off the true believers or the curious.  

Timothy LaHaye has more than 16 books on the topic with titles that are 

reminiscent of bad science fiction: The Vanishings, Second Chance 

Through the Flames, Facing the Future, The Underground, Busted, 

Death Strike, On The Run, The Showdown and of course Judgment 

Day. You can have a complete End Time library with special books, 

Dvd’s and interactive computer games geared especially for women, 

teenagers and of course children. There is even a pseudo psychological 

test that revives an ancient and discredited medical concept, for only 

$90.00 you can find out if you are of a sanguine, phlegmatic, 

melancholic or choleric temperament. A medieval physician would be 

right at home in this alternate Universe.  

          The story and movie Left Behind are based on the concept that 

there will actually be two comings of Christ, the first of which is secret 

and called the “pre-tribulation.”  The theory is that in the pre-

tribulation rapture Christ comes to take the saints and the true believers 

to heaven so that they can be spared the terrible judgments that are to 

take place for 7 years until the final coming of Christ occurs.  (Barbara 

Face) It is not a new theory, this idea of an end time where our world 

will be destroyed and a new Heaven and Earth created, many early 

Christian communities established after Jesus’ death and under constant 

threats from the Roman authorities believed that Jesus would return in 
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their life time.  It was also in those times of extreme persecution and fear 

that the book of Revelation was written.   Some scholars believe it was 

really written in a kind of code with Roman governors and the emperor 

Nero depicted as evil creatures to give the beleaguered faithful a small 

measure of hope.  But the version of Pre-tribulation and Rapture that is 

depicted in these books and movies is not ancient and was made popular 

in 1830 by a Scottish woman named Margaret Macdonald in the 

Catholic Apostolic Church. It is not an accepted Catholic doctrine.  

These theories use the Book of Revelation and other, taken out of 

context, Biblical verses to support the theory that Jesus or God will 

destroy the earth as we know it, by a series of wars and disasters, in 

seven horrific years before the final judgment and the creation of a new 

Earth minus the un- believers of course. But if you are “on the right side 

of God” and among the elected few you may be raptured and taken 

straight up to heaven and spared those seven terrible years.  This makes 

for interesting B-movie materials as the drama of what would happen if 

some people just disappeared can be portrayed with a minimum of 

expensive special effects.  For some reason they all seem to leave their 

clothes behind, neatly folded. 

         The book of Revelation was written in a time of real danger and 

fear when a professed Christian could be torn to pieces by lions or 

burned as a living human torch in the Emperor’s garden.  It is not the 
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world we live in today but it is not surprising that a theology based upon 

a book written in a climate of fear also promotes fear. It is easy to write 

off these ideas as bad theologies and yes, I do agree that they are.  The 

image of a Jesus or a God who would capriciously destroy an entire 

world and make millions suffer just to lift up his elected is hardly a God 

worthy of worship.  It is an image of God that comes close to what the 

real Roman inhuman Emperors were like, capricious, cruel, destructive 

and unjust.  The rapture believers, as all end time believers in human 

history, see the signs of the end of the world everywhere, they find them 

in obvious places as in the war in Iraq but also in really obscure events 

as for example the fact that we had snow on the beach in Malibu last 

winter.  I object to this image of God as a cruel king.  A God worthy of 

human worship would not be less than us and would to my mind have to 

embody an ideal of love greater and more merciful than our own.  And I 

object strongly to the way this end time theology see this precious sacred 

world of ours, this treasure chest of evolved diversity, amazing 

complexity and beauty as disposable, something to be gotten rid of.  

Dividing people into the saved and the dammed is also bad theology.  

Universalism is just that universal salvation and we have no need to fear 

beyond this life and shiver in fear before some human idea of a tribal 

God waiting to measure out cruel and unusual punishment.   
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         But while it is easy for many of us to dismiss these pre-tribulation 

and rapture theories we would do better and be truer to our own 

Unitarian Universalist values and ideals if we acknowledge what we 

have in common and why these visions are so powerful.  After all we 

have had our own Utopian experiments within our UU tradition such as 

Brook’s Farm and the idea of creating a new and better world is hardly 

foreign to us.  On a personal level I can surely understand the wish to 

escape, to run away, to be lifted up out of our daily grind or temporal 

misery.  Swoosh, up and out of the chair, computer still humming, out of 

the conflicts, away from office politics and family quarrels, no demands, 

no responsibility any more, just endless bliss.     

          I have had my own rapture fantasies.  Last time it was in the US 

air terminal in the Los Angeles airport, one of my least favorite places in 

the world to sit around and wait.  At the time I was returning from a 

ministers meeting and retreat that had brought up all kinds of old issues, 

many ancient reptilian insecurities and doubts had reared their ugly 

heads and it had thus been anything but a retreat.  I felt as if I had been 

in a spiritual battle and was not at all sure if I had won or lost.  I was 

very, very tired and my plane was four hours late.  The book I had 

brought could not distract me and even my journal writing failed to 

soothe my soul.  So I sat there and thought, if only I had not returned my 

rental car I could have gone on driving on the wide open road, wind in 
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my face with the windows open, past the border, way into Mexico and 

find some distant small village, near a beach perhaps and just disappear.  

I wondered what would happen if I called my husband and say hey 

honey, I’m in Guadalajara, want to join me and live in this shack by the 

water and cook shrimp and drink Tequila?  My passport was at home so 

I had no real choice and I would likely have resisted anyhow.  But the 

pull was very strong, a tidal wave washing over me with this fantasy of 

impossible escape. That is part of the rapture attraction.   

         That urge to escape and a feeling of powerlessness can be a heady 

mix, after all if you feel you have no power, joining with the so called 

right side, the one with the most powerful deity can temporarily boost 

your self esteem.  Do not think we are immune to this temptation.  To be 

“among the elect” can take many forms.  

           Last summer we visited Bread and Puppets, a radical activist 

Puppet Dance Theater group that has been protesting wars and fighting 

the good fight since the sixties.  I found this passage about facing 

involuntary rapture in their book.  Marc Estrin writes: 

        It was about nine o’clock on an early summer night in Burlington, 

mid-eighties. I was out on my porch rough-grinding rye for a new batch 

of Bread and Puppet bread when the phone rang in the kitchen.  I 

stepped inside and sniffed the deliciousness of the loaves already baking.  
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It was a good friend, a wise, mature woman, politically savvy, head of 

the local American Friends Service Committee. “Did you hear the 

news?” she asked. “No, what?”“We dropped the bomb on Russia.” 

“What??”“It was just on TV. I was in a class, and someone ran in to tell 

us. We all went right home. I didn’t know what to do, so I called you.” 

“Oh.”“I’d love to be with my family, but they’re too far away, I figure 

we have twenty minutes.”“Why don’t you give them a call at least?” 

“I don’t know. I think I’ll just go out and get some milk.” 

And she hung up. She called back twenty minutes later to tell me it was 

all a mistake, that that the woman who had charged into her classroom 

had just seen some fictional newscast, thought it was real, and panicked. 

The times were tense with Reagan vs. the Evil Empire. She apologized 

for frightening me. 

         By then I had spent twenty minutes at the end of the world. I mixed 

the rough-grind with the sour-dough starter, and sat in my kitchen 

smelling the baking bread. I too, would have liked to have been with my 

family, but they were scattered, far away, and there were only a few 

minutes left.  

         As much as rapture may tempt us, and escape may seem like a 

good idea, there are times when what really matters is made abundantly 
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clear.  If you only had few minutes left at the end of the world what 

would you do?  Think about your family?  Bread baking or rapture is 

there any real contest here?  To me one of the great gifts of Unitarian 

Universalism is the message that it is in the here and now that we find 

salvation and it is in our daily lives that we embody the sacred.  

             

             


