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Christian Zionism, a belief that paradise for Christians can only be achieved once Jews are in control of the Holy Land, is gathering strength in the United States and forging alliances that are giving increasingly weird shape to American policy toward the Middle East. The nature of the movement and its detrimental impact on policy was the subject of the 22nd Capitol Hill public hearing presented by the Council for the National Interest yesterday.

A new Zogby International poll commissioned by the CNI Foundation shows that 31 percent of those surveyed in the national poll strongly believe or somewhat believe in the ideas behind Christian Zionism, defined as "the belief that Jews must have all of the promised land, including all of Jerusalem, to facilitate the second coming of the messiah." Other polls bear similar messages, that 53% of Americans believe that Israel was given by God to the Jews (Pew), and that 59% of the American public believes the prophecies contained in the Book of Revelations will come true (CNN/Time.)

The international implications of such beliefs are profound, as an increasing number of Americans believe that God sets foreign policy goals. Rev. Robert O. Smith, Lutheran pastor at the University of Chicago, one of the speakers at the hearing, discussed the development of this belief that dates to the 19th century and how it has received a powerful new impetus with the founding this year of a new group of the Christian right called Christians United for Israel (CUFI). And yet while it works closely with Jewish Zionist organizations in the US, including the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, to promote the continued occupation of Palestine by the Israel (land God has given the Jews), it works just as effectively in dehumanizing the original inhabitants of the Holy Land, both Muslims and Christians.

Another speaker, Rammy Haija, who teaches at Radford University, drew attention to the necessity in the Christian Zionist dogma for the Israelis to retain control not only of the whole of the occupied territory but also all of Jerusalem. Christian Zionists have pushed the militarist policies of both Israel and the U.S. in an effort to secure the Holy Land in preparation for the coming of the "promised land." As part of this strategy, the U.S. occupation of Iraq is deemed absolutely necessary.

The irony of the alliance between Christian Zionists and Jewish Zionists is that the one ideology promotes the ultimate destruction of the other. As Smith pointed out, the "Christians United for Israel" is all about Israel, not about the Israelis, and only a little surface digging into Christian Zionism shows how anti-Semitic it really is. So much so that Abraham Foxman, the head of the Anti-Defamation League, one of the ceaseless champions of Zionism in this country, has called the Christian right one of the direst threats to American Jews. This has not prevented top Israeli officials from paying homage to the Christian right, including Ariel Sharon (before he descended into a comatose state brought on by the withdrawal of the settlers from Gaza, Pat Robertson opined), the Israeli ambassador Daniel Ayalon, and Benjamin Netanyahu, and a host of others. The ability of CUFI and other far right Christian religious leaders like Jerry Farwell and Pat Robertson to raise money for Israel, including Israeli settlements, is well documented.

Christian Zionism, Smith concluded, has a fundamental lack of earthly concerns, is divorced from reality, and undermines the work of politics. Its practical impact is the killing of people in the Holy Land. The recent statement by the Christian religious leaders of Jerusalem that warned against Christian Zionism's policies of racist intolerance and perpetual war was much needed, but it should have come from America's religious leaders.

http://www.cnionline.org/hearings/christianzionists/christian_zionism.htm
Remarks for CNI Capitol Hill Public Hearing (Washington, DC) – 25 October 2006
by Robert O. Smith

I am here today not as a pundit, but as a pastor and peacemaker. I’m not just a liberal academic from a big city. The fact is, I’m from Oklahoma. I live in Chicago now, but I moved there from Waco, Texas. The church I pastored in the country there was just four miles away from the gate to President Bush’s ranch. The top row of my parents’ bookcase is filled with every hardback volume in the “Left Behind” series. Christian Zionism has long been a part of my life.

And so, even though I have a strong position, I state it with care. It is not my intention to point my finger at people who support Israel and love Jesus. Christian Zionism is a much more involved system. Christian Zionists number maybe 10 million, but they assume that normal American Christians are their “evangelical constituency.”

I believe it is the task of mainline political theologians to admonish Christian Zionist for their false teachings and inoculate our own communities against this ideology and its pernicious effects, including policy recommendations. This is a question, political as well as theological, of our faithfulness to the future.

The rapture theology and prophecy interpretation characteristic of today’s Christian Zionists took shape in the nineteenth century, when John Nelson Darby and C.I. Scofield formulated the system of biblical interpretation known as “premillennial dispensationalism.”

God’s plan, dispensationalists believe, has always focused on the redemption of Israel, that is, Jews. The Christian community is secondary to this primary, eternal covenant. Genesis 12:3—“I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse.”—instructs Christians to assist Jews or incur divine wrath. This blessing extends to modern Israel. Biblical prophecy tells us about the future, not the past, with modern Israel at its center, since it is the catalyst for the prophetic countdown. Above all, our political alignment with the State of Israel is the measure of our faithfulness to God’s purposes.

Christian Zionism preceded Jewish political Zionism. William Blackstone published his dispensationalist manifesto, Jesus Is Coming, in 1878. Theodor Herzl’s Der Judenstaat wasn’t published until 1896. Far from being a creation of Jewish interests, Christian Zionism is a home-grown movement.

For more information on Christian Zionism, I encourage you to explore the resources compiled by the Institute for the Study of Christian Zionism at our website, www.christianzionism.org.

Although promoted through many, loosely connected groups, Christian Zionism has recently become synonymous with “Left Behind” theology and CUFI. Christians United for Israel, which in its initial press releases described itself as a “Christian AIPAC,” was founded this year by John Hagee, pastor of Cornerstone Church in San Antonio, Texas.

Christian Zionists seek to participate in and influence American domestic politics, taking what they consider a “pro-Israel” stance on foreign policy matters. The benefits of this support have long been recognized by Israeli strategists.

Nimrod Novik, a foreign policy advisor to Shimon Peres, argued in 1986 that “A most important instrument in American Jewish efforts to secure U.S. support for Israel has been the promotion of the idea of the two-dimensional link between the U.S. and Israel: first, the cultural-ideological-moral affinity; second, Israel’s potential and actual contribution to American interests.”

Christian Zionists have carried the banner of that “cultural-ideological-moral affinity.” The recent analysis of the Israel Lobby by John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, although a welcome contribution, addresses only strategic concerns, thus missing fully half of this two-dimensional link. Even if the strategic conversation begins to open, the other half will remain.

Congressional support for the State of Israel is virtually unanimous, crossing all party lines. Nevertheless, it is Republicans who speak in Novik’s language of “cultural-ideological-moral affinity.”

In December 2001, for instance, Senator Inhofe said on the Senate floor, “We are Israel’s best friend in the world because of the character we have as a nation.… This is not a political battle at all. It is a contest over whether or not the word of God is true.” In May 2002, Dick Armey of Texas said on national television, “I’m content to have Israel grab the entire West Bank…. I happen to believe that the Palestinians should leave…. I am content to have Israel occupy that land that it now occupies and to have those people who have been aggressors against Israel retired to some other arena.” And then in July 2003, at the Knesset building, then House Majority Leader Tom DeLay offered these words: “I stand before you today, in solidarity, as an Israeli of the heart.”

This “cultural-ideological-moral affinity” is confirmed in the polls. Just last week, Zogby International reported that, in the mid-term elections, 31% of likely voters believed that “Israel must have all of the promised land, including Jerusalem, to facilitate the second coming of the messiah.” This is not an aberrant number. In 1987, a poll showed that 57% of American Protestants and 35% of American Catholics accepted “a prophetic interpretation of the events of 1948,” namely, the founding of the state of Israel. In July 2006, the Pew Research Center found that 53% of Protestants “believe that Israel was given by God to the Jews.” In August, they found that, among the total population, 52% said they sympathized more with Israel, and just 11% sympathized more with the Palestinians.

These are convincing numbers. Christian Zionists and their evangelical constituency make up a large portion of the American electorate. In the September/October 2006 issue of Foreign Affairs, Walter Russell Mead attempted to assess how this domestic movement affects foreign policy. The influence of Christian Zionism, however, must not be approached merely as an issue of political calculus.

Christian Zionism is an ideology—a simplistic lens through which its adherents may view the world—that fosters poor policy outcomes.

Christian Zionism leads us into a cul-de-sac of confrontation. Efforts at peacemaking are assumed to be deceptions of the Antichrist. Because the Christian Zionists demand that Jews control every inch of real estate in their maps of the Promised Land, they helped block implementation of the Road Map and support the most egregious policies of Israeli territorial expansion. Those Christian Zionist maps include all real estate from the Mediterranean to the Jordan (and sometimes from the Nile to the Euphrates). Christian Zionism is hawkish beyond the vast majority of Israelis.

Domestically, Christian Zionism’s commitment to “patriotic conservatism” supports American exceptionalism and mission, along with American militarism and imperialism. Their deep suspicion of internationalism fuels their opposition to the United Nations and the International Court of Justice. Most recently, John Hagee and CUFI have been beating the drum for a preemptive strike on Iran.

These stances agree well with certain American political perspectives. But Christian Zionists are willing to defy even their own government’s policies. When in 1998 Hagee was asked if he was concerned that the $1 million gift his congregation made to resettle Russian Jews in the West Bank went against American policy, he replied, “I am a Bible scholar and theologian and from my perspective, the law of God transcends the law of the United States government and the US State Department.”

Confronting the ideology of Christian Zionism is a matter of political and, for me, theological integrity. Unlike ideologies, both politics and theology are concerned with persons, not abstractions. Both are called to resist forces of dehumanization.

Christian Zionism has assisted the dehumanization of Muslims. A few months ago, the hosts of Radio Islam in Chicago interviewed me about John Hagee. They were less concerned with Israel than they were with the language of incitement he uses against Muslims and Islam, language they consider hate speech. Unfortunately, he is no isolated incident. I highly recommend an important book on the topic, Anti-Arab Racism in the USA, by Arab Christian scholar Steven Salaita.

Because they are Arabs, even Palestinian Christians are dismissed by Christian Zionists. The fact that they identify as Palestinians and do not vacate the land in the face of Jewish occupation disqualifies them as authentic Christians. As historian Paul Merkley has described them, in Palestine “local leaders of the Churches of the West are for the most part no longer Europeans but Arabs” who no longer see themselves “as defenders … of what used to be called ‘Christendom.’”

What may be more surprising is that Christian Zionism is equally dehumanizing to Jews. A Jewish friend of mine observed recently that CUFI stands for “Christians United for Israel,” not “Christians United for Israelis.”

Israeli journalist Gershom Gorenberg has recently suggested that, because of its objectification of Jews, Christian Zionism isn’t really Zionism at all. In an NPR interview, Gorenberg noted that while Christian Zionists see “Jews as actors in a Christian drama leading toward the end of days … real Zionism, as a Jewish movement, is a movement aimed at taking Jews out of the mythological realm and making them into normal actors in history, controlling their fate and acting for pragmatic reasons connected to the here and now. So what’s called Christian Zionism,” Gorenberg concluded, “is actually very distant from Zionism.”

This dehumanization of Jews perpetuates the “witness people myth” a friend of mine, Stephen Haynes, has identified as lying at the heart of Christian anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism. The egocentrism and violence of this perspective was demonstrated in Pat Robertson’s comments regarding the stroke suffered by Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon—he was struck ill because he had dared give away Jewish land. Biblical faith must face such systems of systematic dehumanization.

Nevertheless, Christian Zionism seeks to reframe the parameters of proper Jewish-Christian relationships. They raise important questions regarding the proper relations of Christianity to Judaism, Christians to Jews.

Christian Zionists curry favor with Jews by forswearing conversion attempts. This is an exceedingly low bar for supporting close cooperation. Moreover, they attack mainline Christians as perpetuating the theology of the Holocaust when they advocate so-called “replacement theology.” This is a red herring, as even CUFI leaders recognize that most mainline denominations have rejected these teachings.

Questions of proper Jewish-Christian relations in our post-Holocaust age run far deeper than such simplistic attacks. As late as last year, Abraham Foxman was raising concerns about the domestic policies of these same Christian leaders. That even he was silenced from asking honest questions is troubling, given the contributions to justice and human rights historically made by Jews in American political discourse. For as much as they use it in their rhetoric, however, it doesn’t seem that Christian Zionists have learned appropriate lessons from the Holocaust.

The Christian theological critique goes further. The ideology of Christian Zionism harms faithfulness to the Gospel because it forecloses the future. If the script is set, all we have to do is keep ourselves holy and wait for the rapture escape pod. There is no incentive toward risky acts of service, no willingness to engage in the ambiguities of human life. Dietrich Bonhoeffer once observed that living as a human meant having “responsibility towards the past” and a “desire to shape the future.”

For the ideology of Christian Zionism, the future is a predetermined system, present reality be damned. This lack of earthly concern stems from the system’s spiritualism, grounded in its understanding of the church as God’s “heavenly people,” as opposed to the Jews as God’s “earthly people.” This ideology undercuts the work of living together in human community, living as communities of moral deliberation. It destroys the work of politics, the work of stewardship—including care of the neighbor and care of the earth. This faith, with its concern only for quick conversion and imminent rapture, must be understood as divorced from reality.

Yet, it cannot simply be dismissed. Like good topsoil, its political value is too great for some to let it simply blow away. We are called to be peacemakers, to “Speak out for those who cannot speak, for the rights of all the destitute” (Proverbs 31:8). On August 22nd of this year, the Latin Patriarch and three other heads of local churches in Jerusalem issued “The Jerusalem Declaration on Christian Zionism.” Among the authors was Munib Younan, the Lutheran bishop of Jordan and the Holy Land. It is an embarrassment for North American Christians that such a statement needed to come from our Palestinian Christian brothers.

Theirs is a voice raised in the whirlwind, calling for us to understand how our political ideologies and theological abstractions affect real people.

I close with a short, personal story. In 2002, as our group was on an airport layover, returning from our tour of Israel/Palestine, I caught a report on the terminal’s cable news channel. The reporter was describing the overwhelming commercial success of the latest Left Behind book. Knowing the theology of the books and what it meant for both Israelis and Palestinians, I grumbled some disapproval.

“Oh, come on,” one of our group responded. “It’s just another way of reading the Bible.”

“But it’s not ‘just another way,’” I insisted. “The difference is that, because of that way of reading the Bible, people are dying. We just saw them.”
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