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A reader sent me a note in response
to my suggestion the Christian Story
would be quite different without the
theological interpretations of the Apos-
tle Paul. The reader said: “I’m wonder-
ing if Christianity would have been a
better (however you want to define that)
religion without Paul and his writings?
For all the thought and study I’ve put
into both New and Old Testament
“stuff” over the years I can’t believe I
haven’t thought of this before…you real-
ly got me pondering.” It’s satisfying to
know some of my scribbles are “bounc-
ing the braincells” toward more critical
thinking, especially concerning matters
of religion.

Here’s something to ponder, and
once you think about it, it seems quite
obvious: without one book, a whole reli-
gion would not exist. No book=no reli-
gion, no tradition, no faith. Actually,
most religions would not exist were it
not for their one special book. That’s a
basic fact of the history of religion. Be-
lief is bound to a book, maybe in a book
(makes belief “binding”). This isn’t nec-
essarily a bad thing, but worth publish-

ing.
The question raised by my reader

stands: Would one faith, Christianity,
have been better somehow without one
man’s additions to the narrative we
know as the “The Jesus Story”? Would
we even know the story at all if someone
named Paul had not propagated his ver-
sion of it all over the known world of his
day?

Many Christians would quickly push
back and say: “But most of the New
Testament was written by Paul so why
speculate what would have happened?
If God chose Paul to write His message
about Christ, those writings are God’s
Word and can’t be torn out of the text!” I
understand that as the traditional
Christian viewpoint, though it may also
be true that believers often choose
which parts of the text are most trea-
sured, memorized, emphasized or ser-
monized. Look at any person’s Bible and
you will no doubt see highlighted pas-
sages, underlines, bookmarks or notes
showing the most meaningful sen-
tences. Which of course begs the ques-
tion: how can one sentence spoken by
God be more important than any other?
The most essential question might be:
Why is the later part of the story (the
“New” part) more important than the
“Old” part? Some say it’s about “pro-
gressive revelation,” that everything in
the “Old”—to be accurate, the Hebrew
Bible—was leading up to the Main

Event: the Jesus Story, redemption, sal-
vation, judgment. Essentially the Gos-
pel According to Paul.

A student in one of my Reuter Center
classes told me she was raised a Protes-
tant and never heard that Paul’s writ-
ings were “scripture.” For a majority of
the Christian world, whatever is bound
as “The Holy Bible” is scripture—The
Word of God—but it’s an intriguing
thought: leave Paul out and see what
happens to faith. (A legitimate question
here might be: “But what about the writ-
ings of Peter, James, the writers of Acts,
Hebrews and Revelation? There are oth-
er writings, not just by Paul.” Correct.
Yet, keep in mind, no one is certain ex-
actly who wrote any of these (or any of
the Gospels, for that matter) and there
are no existing originals of any of these
ancient texts. All we can say is that the
early community of believers passed
around letters by other believers to en-
courage believing. The fundamental
point: Jesus never wrote a word—there
is no autobiography—only very selec-
tive and biased biography).

Christianity without Paul would be
based primarily on the Gospels—Mat-
thew, Mark, Luke and John—and center
on the life and teachings of Jesus, rather
than esoteric theology. There is certain-
ly theology in the Gospels, yet the focus
is on the walking, talking, teaching hu-
man being: Jesus of Nazareth. His mes-
sage of lovingkindness, peacemaking,

justice and very this-worldly inclusion
of outcasts, may not be as dramatic and
emotional as the supernatural story of
the Exalted Christ perpetuated by insti-
tutional Christianity, but it could hint at
a “better” Christian faith. Without Paul
(and some other early Christian writ-
ings) Jesus would not appear as a pow-
erful Morality Policeman wielding a big
nightstick to punish nonbelievers, or
merely a Good Shepherd with a crooked
staff tending and defending his well-
fenced flock, but perhaps more the Ag-
itating Teacher who was most agitated
by the oppressive theologies and strict
moralities of the self-righteous. The
self-appointed apostle Paul (who never
met Jesus) turned the Wandering Pales-
tinian Jewish Teacher into the Divine
King of Christianity. What this meant
for the evolution of the Jesus Story is ev-
ident. History shows the result of a
Paul-proclaimed Savior with a Sword as
opposed to an Ethical Teacher reaching
out with a hand of healing and compas-
sion.

Which religion makes the most sense
for our day: Christianity, Paulianity, or
an improved update? 
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Freethinker" (www.chighland.com).
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Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizen-
times.com.

Feb. 25

Greg Hager concert: 4 p.m., St.
Mark’s Lutheran Church, 10 N. Liberty
St., Asheville. Songs of life, living, fam-
ily, and faith in an easy-going style.
Free but donations accepted. Call 828-
253-0043 or visit
www.stmarkslutheran.net. 

Feb. 26

Online services: Some churches are
still having online worship services.
Visit church websites for full informa-
tion.

Biltmore Church: All campuses
open for on-site services. Online ser-
vices at 9:15 and 11 a.m. at live.biltmo-
rechurch.com or Facebook. 35 Clayton
Road, Arden, and satellite locations.
View times and locations at www.bilt-
morechurch.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle:
Visit Facebook page for daily medita-
tion, teachings and weekly homily. Vis-
it www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216
Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:
Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eu-
charist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eu-
charist livestreamed on www.allsoul-
scathedral.org, YouTube and Face-
book. 9 Swan St., Biltmore Village,
Asheville. Visit www.allsoulscathedra-
l.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. in-per-
son services. Online service at 8:45
a.m. on Facebook. 1895 Greenville

Highway, Flat Rock. Visit www.stjohn-
flatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Academy Street,
downtown. Also on Facebook, You-
Tube, or listen at http://wptlradio.net/
or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.

First Congregational UCC: 10:30
a.m. in person service Sundays, 20 Oak
St., downtown Asheville. Wheelchair
accessible. Back parking lot and street
parking available. Visit www.uccashe-
ville.org.

Grace Episcopal Church: Worship
in person and on YouTube at 10:30 a.m.
Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday
services and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 9 a.m. tra-
ditional service in person and on Face-
book, 11:15 a.m. praise service, 11:15 a.m.
Spanish service in person and lives-
treamed, 11:15 a.m. bilingual service ev-
ery second Sunday. Watch special ser-
vices and sermons on YouTube. 1245
6th Ave. W., Hendersonville. www.gra-
cehendersonville.com.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Cha-
pel open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily: Lake Ju-
naluska Conference & Retreat Center,
Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A
sacred place for prayer and meditation.

Lutheran Church of the Nativity:
8:30 and 10:30 a.m. services in person
and also on Facebook or YouTube.
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hender-
sonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church:
Service at 11 a.m. Enter via side door
from parking lot. 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101
or www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Newbridge Baptist Church: Indoor
worship at 11 a.m., 199 Elkwood Ave.,

Asheville. Service also livestreamed on
church Facebook page and can be ac-
cessed later at www.newbridgebaptis-
t.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30
a.m and 5 p.m. Sunday services, 216
Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nurs-
ery available.

West Asheville Baptist Church:
Worship service at 10:30 a.m. Also liv-
estreamed on Facebook and www.wes-
tashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood
Road.

West Canton Baptist Church: Wor-
ship service at 11 a.m. Service also on
Facebook. Nursery available. 75 Lowe
St., off Old Clyde Road, Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Feb. 28

Pancake Day: 6:30 a.m.-7:30 p.m.,
First United Methodist Church, 566 S.
Haywood St., Waynesville. All you can
eat pancakes, bacon and sausage. Free
but donations accepted. Visit https://
www.fumcpancakeday.com/ to do-
nate.

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship
and testimony 7 p.m. Small group dis-
cussion 8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9
p.m. Free child care. Contact Connie at
828-669-1981 or Jeanie at 828-669-
4146.

Puzzle Swap: 10 a.m.-1 p.m. Tues-
day-Thursday, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

March 1

The Waldensian Trail of Faith: 9
a.m.-5 p.m. Tuesday-Saturday March-De-
cember for self guided 1.5 hour audio tour,
401 Church St. N.W., downtown Valdese.
Schedule guided tours 2-3 days in advance.
11 acre outdoor museum tells history of
Waldensians back to time of Apostles. 15
buildings and monuments re-created in
full scale from Alps of Italy that portray
each phase of their journey. $10, $8 seniors,
$6 students. Call 828-874-1893 or visit
waldensiantrailoffaith.org. About one hour
from Asheville.

March 2

Zoom Book Study: 1:30 p.m. Thursdays
through March 9 with First Congregational
Church in Hendersonville. Racial Justice
Team discusses “I Never Thought About It
Like That” by Monica Guzman. Contact
Patti Clay at pclay51@gmail.com to sign up.
For more information, visit www.fcchen-
dersonville.org or call 828-692-8630.

March 7

Church Chat—“Spring is Sprung”: 7
p.m., Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
Overview of horticulture, agriculture and
environmental topics by Steve Pettis, Hen-
derson County Extension Agent in Agricul-
ture. Free. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

March 11

Newsboys with Adam Agee: 7 p.m.,
Smoky Mountain Center for the Perform-
ing Arts, 1028 Georgia Road, Franklin. $30-
$60. Visit www.smokymountainarts.com.

RELIGION CALENDAR

I became a credentialed worker in an
established denomination in 1981 and
was ordained three years later. I have
not served in that denomination since
1988, but I still have sincere respect for
it. One of its distinctives, established by
its 19th century founder, was an empha-
sis on the return of Christ.

While I was going through the cre-
dentialing process, I met with the Com-
mittee on Licensing and Ordination at
least twice. After completing a written
test for theological integrity, I faced an
oral exam before the committee. They
were an august group of pastors and de-
nominational administrators, and I was
intimidated.

After answering questions that
spanned theological and practical min-
istry issues, I was asked about an an-
swer I had given on the written test con-
cerning eschatology – the doctrine of
last things. One of the denominational
executives was not satisfied with my

answer, and he instructed me to read
two massive books on the subject.

After dutifully reading the books, I
found myself more confused than ever.
Neither book offered a convincing re-
buttal of the view I held, at least as far as
I could see, but they did offer an alterna-
tive theory which I, in turn, could not re-
but. I was scheduled to meet with the
committee again in a couple of months
and I was afraid that they would decline
to credential me.

The next time I met with the commit-
tee, the dreaded question about Christ’s
return was never brought up. The com-
mittee issued credentials and the dis-
trict soon placed me in a small church
on the poor side of a rustbelt city.

I have seen how the Bible can be used
to support alternative and even contra-
dictory beliefs regarding Christ’s return.
As a pastor, I have also seen how this
ambiguity leaves room for some teach-
ers to exploit people’s natural interest in
the last things to their own advantage.

I was installed as the pastor of Lock-
wood Community Church in August of
1988. I had not even found my way
around the building before someone
handed me a booklet titled, “88 Reasons
Christ Will Return in 1988.” Over the

next weeks, one person after another
asked what I thought of this booklet,
which had sold over 3 million copies.

People were deeply concerned, and
some genuinely convinced, by the argu-
ments the author presented. When, a
month later, Christ had not returned,
the excitement faded, and people
moved on to other things. Three months
after that, the same author produced a
new book titled, “On Borrowed Time,”
which offered, if I remember correctly,
89 reasons why Christ would return in
1989.

Christ’s second coming sells; there is
no doubt about it. Jerry Jenkins’ “Left
Behind” series sold 65 million copies
and has spun off a children’s book series
along with a chain of major motion pic-
tures. Both John Hagee’s “Four Blood
Moons,” which predicted the beginning
of the end times in 2014 and 2015, and
Jonathan Cahn’s “The Harbinger” made
the New York Times best seller lists.

I do not mean to imply that these
writers got it all wrong, and I am certain-
ly not suggesting that they produced
these books merely for economic gain. I
am, however, saying that the subject of
Christ’s coming is immensely popular
with curious readers, and this leaves an

opening for spiritual swindlers to oper-
ate. One of Jesus’s most common in-
structions regarding his return was: “Do
not be deceived.”

How can we avoid being deceived?
We can refuse to listen to date-setters.
Jesus said that even he did not know the
day of his return. Some people will try to
convince their readers that there is a
way around this inherent ignorance.
There is not.

Don’t be motivated by fear. False
prophets play on people’s fears while
Christ’s genuine spokespeople encour-
age their hope. Fearful people are a
charlatan’s best friend.

The people least likely to be deceived
are not the ones who study Christ’s
coming most, but the ones who love it
best. To “love his appearing” – those are
St. Paul’s words –is very different from
being curious about it. Those who “love
his appearing” serve his kingdom now
and prepare for his reign then. Nothing
offers a greater degree of protection
from deception.

Find this and other articles by
Shayne Looper at shaynelooper.com.

How to avoid deceptions about the end times 

Shayne Looper
Guest columnist


