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INTRODUCTION


What Is the New Christian Zionism?


Gerald R. McDermott



◆




Most scholars have assumed that all Christian Zionism is an outgrowth of premillennial dispensationalist theology. Originating in the nineteenth century, this school of thought became popular because it was taught in the notes of the Scofield version of the King James Bible and then developed by Hal Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth and the best-selling Left Behind series.


The traditional dispensationalist version of Christian Zionism puts Israel and the church on two different tracks, neither of which runs at the same time. This version is attached to an elaborate schedule of end-time events dominated by the great tribulation and a rapture of the church that leaves Jews and the rest of the world behind.


The Christian Zionism that this book proposes is not connected to the dispensationalism described in the previous paragraph. It looks to a long history of Christian Zionists who lived long before the rise of dispensationalism and to other thinkers in the last two centuries who have had nothing to do with dispensationalism—theologians such as Karl Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, Robert Jenson and the Catholic Old Testament scholar Gary Anderson, as well as President Harry Truman. More on this in the first chapter.


So what do the scholars and experts in this book mean by “the New Christian Zionism”? The best answer to this question, we think, is the rest of the book. This introduction will telegraph, as it were, the basic implications of what we mean by this term. The first is that the people and land of Israel are central to the story of the Bible. This might seem obvious. But Israel has not been central to the church’s traditional way of telling the story of salvation. Typically the story has moved from creation and fall to Christ’s death and resurrection, with Israel as an illustration of false paths.1 We believe that the Bible claims that God saves the world through Israel and the perfect Israelite; thus the Bible is incoherent and salvation impossible without Israel. We propose that the history of salvation is ongoing: the people of Israel and their land continue to have theological significance. I will return to Israel and salvation in the next section of this introduction.


We are also convinced that the return of Jews from all over the world to their land, and their efforts to establish a nation-state after two millennia of being separated from controlling the land, is part of the fulfillment of biblical prophecy. Further, we believe that Jews need and deserve a homeland in Israel—not to displace others but to accept and develop what the family of nations—the United Nations—ratified in 1948. We would add that this startling event climaxed a history of continual Jewish presence in the land going back at least three thousand years.


We should explain what we do not mean by the New Christian Zionism. We do not mean that the state of Israel is a perfect country. Or that it should not be criticized for its failures. Or that it is necessarily the last Jewish state we will see before the end of days. Or that we know the particular timetable or political schema that will come before or in the final days.


But we do know that the state of Israel, which includes more than two million non-Jews, is what protects the people of Israel. Support for this state and its people is eroding all over the world. Israel lies in a region of movements and governments bent on its destruction. Mainline Protestants have withdrawn their support. Many evangelicals are now starting to withdraw their support, using the same faulty arguments proffered by the Protestant mainline.2 Those arguments will be reviewed in chapter seven. For these and other reasons, it is time for Christians, not just Jews, to make a case for the Jewish people and their land.


The goal of this book, however, is not simply to make a prudential argument that the state of Israel is needed to provide a shelter for its covenant people. Some of the chapters that follow will make some of those arguments, and some of them need to be made, now more than ever. For example, Shadi Khalloul, a leader of the Aramean community in Israel, argues that the rights of his non-Jewish community and other minority communities will be protected only in the Jewish state. Attorney Robert Nicholson probes and refutes the charge that Israel violates international law. Lutheran ethicist Robert Benne considers the political ethics of Zionism by revisiting the work of Reinhold Niebuhr. Historian Mark Tooley weighs the arguments made by mainline Protestant churches against Israel.


But the purpose of these prudential arguments—political and legal and moral—is to undergird a new theological argument for the twenty-first century. So the center of this book is made up of chapters three through six, which focus first on theological history and biblical hermeneutics and then on authors of the New Testament. The burden of these chapters is to show theologically that the people of Israel continue to be significant for the history of redemption and that the land of Israel, which is at the heart of the covenantal promises, continues to be important to God’s providential purposes.


This introduction will do two things to clarify further what the New Christian Zionism means. First, I explain here what the New Christian Zionism is not. It is neither dispensationalism nor mere nationalism, nor land theft, nor merely Christian eschatology, nor theocracy. Then I will outline the shape of our argument as it proceeds through the remaining chapters.




NOT DISPENSATIONALISM



Many Christians today resist the idea that the land could have any theological significance, even if they grant that God’s covenant with Jews is ongoing. They are not sure how that covenant relates to Jesus’ “new” or “renewed”3 covenant, but they have come to think, especially if they are Catholics or mainline Protestants, that Christian Zionism is a fundamentalist fantasy associated with old-style dispensationalism.


We do not wish to disparage the whole dispensationalist tradition. For a century before the Holocaust, dispensationalists were among the few Christians who recognized that God’s covenant with Israel did not stop in AD 33 or 30 (scholars differ on the date of the passion and resurrection of Jesus). That took both theological ingenuity and professional courage for the scholars among them. We also recognize that there is a new “progressive dispensationalism” that rejects the strict bifurcation maintained by traditional dispensationalists between God’s work with Israel and his work in the church. It departs from other dispensationalist schools that are more concerned with date setting and less interested in contemporary engagement.4


The authors of this book reject those dispensationalist approaches that are confident they can plot the sequence or chronology of end-time events. We also disagree with many of the political beliefs associated with dispensationalism at the popular level (most of these are not embraced by dispensationalist scholars), such as the idea that the present state of Israel is never to be criticized because it is God’s chosen people, or that any concessions of land are forbidden on theological grounds.


In contrast, the New Christian Zionism holds that the schedule of events leading up to and including the eschaton are in God’s secret providence. We believe that the return of Jews to the land and their establishment of the state of Israel are partial fulfillments of biblical prophecy and so are part of God’s design for what might be a long era of eschatological fulfillment. As Mark Kinzer puts it, today’s state of Israel both awaits redemption and is a means to it.5 It is a proleptic sign of the eschaton, which means that it is a provisional sign of the not-yet-actualized consummation. While a sign of God’s final redemption, perhaps a type (divine prefigurement) of the new earth with Israel at its center, the state of Israel is still only a pointer to a far greater consummation to come.6


As I mentioned in the beginning of this introduction, this book is not connected to traditional dispensationalism. Chapter two traces the history of Christian Zionism over eighteen hundred years before the rise of dispensationalism and then discusses Christian Zionists in the last two centuries who had nothing to do with dispensationalism. The other chapters make no appeal to traditional dispensationalist frameworks in order to make their cases.7 That is a major (but not the only) reason why this is a New Christian Zionism.









NOT MERELY NATIONALISM



Another reason why many Christians, including some scholars, dismiss Christian (and Jewish!) Zionism is that they think it is one example of many nationalisms that arose in the nineteenth century, when romanticism and European democratic movements were inspiring many peoples of common culture to form nation-states. This implies that Zionism is therefore recent and political, and cannot be essentially related to ancient times and religion, as religious Zionists claim it is.


The first problem with this charge is that there is plenty of evidence, as I show in chapter one, that Christian Zionism goes back two thousand years to the New Testament, and has been sustained with varying intensity ever since. In the next section of this introduction I show that the same can be said for Jewish Zionism: that it is even older, stretching back at least three thousand years.


But what of Zionism’s relation to nineteenth-century nationalist movements? It is true that the rise of political Zionism in the nineteenth century followed, and to a degree benefited from, the romantic nationalism that was inspired by Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) and Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), who suggested that a people is formed by geography, language, customs and (for some) race. These new cultural winds helped form Germany, Italy and Romania by unifying what had been regional states and helped wars of independence to create Greece, Bulgaria and Poland.8


Yet four of these nationalisms—Germany, Romania, Bulgaria and Poland—were unable to go back more than a few centuries to a previous unity of culture or language or religion. Germany had no common language before the sixteenth century. Only Greece and Italy could point to ancient civilizations on the same land, yet the religion (and therefore culture) of each in the nineteenth century was dramatically different from what obtained in their ancient predecessors. Israel alone can point to an ancient civilization on the same land with the same religion and language.9 Nineteenth-century nationalism might have assisted the rise of Zionism, but the heightened anti-Semitism in Europe (which ironically was strengthened by the new race consciousness in that same nineteenth-century romantic nationalism) and vicious pogroms in Russia did far more than romantic nationalism to allow the ancient Zionist idea to blossom into Theodor Herzl’s political Zionism in the late nineteenth century.10


Besides, a growing number of scholars are saying that the notion of European nationalism arising from Rousseau and Herder is more myth than fact, or at best grossly incomplete. These scholars argue that European nationalism had its source in the Hebrew Bible and in the adoption by European peoples of national identities consciously modeled on the national identity of biblical Israel—a modern phenomenon greatly accelerated by the vernacular Bible and Protestantism. By the late sixteenth century, for example, England and Holland were already European nations with self-understandings based on the Bible’s division of the world into nations as God-given, and the independence of nations as a biblical ideal.11


No matter the character of modern nationalism, Jews have lived in the land of Israel for three thousand years, all the while thinking of themselves as Jews in the homeland for Jewish culture. This means that Jews thought of Israel as their natural home for millennia before the nineteenth century. Besides the continual residence—which most historians acknowledge—of Jews in the land from Joshua’s conquests in the thirteenth century BC to the Bar Kokhba revolt in AD 135, four times in the last two thousand years the land of Israel served as the refuge for, and rebuilding of, Jewish culture.12


The first time that Jews regrouped in the land was after the two wars with Rome in 66–70 and 132–135. The rabbis were driven out of Jerusalem up to Galilee, where they compiled the Mishnah, a creative reinterpretation of the Torah after the destruction of the temple forced Jews to see Torah study as the new sacrifice. The northernmost land of Israel, Galilee, served as a center of Jewish culture for the next five hundred years.13


Later, after Jews fled Baghdad (where they had flourished for a time) in the eighth century when Turkish invasions destroyed the stability of the Abbasid Caliphate, Tiberias in Galilee once again became a center for Jewish culture. It was here that the Masoretic text of the Tanak (the Christian “Old Testament”) was produced. From the eighth through the tenth centuries Galilee once again was a center of Jewish religious thought and life.14


A third time was after a century of Jewish martyrdom at the hand of Christian Europeans, a century that included the Fourth Lateran Council (1215), the compulsion of Jews to wear a badge, and the expulsion of Jews from Spain (1492) and Portugal (1496). When the Ottoman sultan Selim the Terrible in 1517 ousted the Mamelukes from Jerusalem, he opened the doors of Palestine to Jewish immigration once more. Small numbers of Jews had been living on the land all along, but now the Jewish population grew in numbers and prosperity. Safed in Galilee became the new center of rabbinic culture and produced two of its greatest sages in the sixteenth century, Joseph Caro and Isaac Luria. There they developed kabbalah, the mystical Judaism that brought life and hope to Jews in later centuries. Safed became a pilgrimage site for Polish Hasidim (lit., “the pious ones”; Jewish mystics) from the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries.15 In addition, many students of Rabbi Elijah of Vilna emigrated from Lithuania to Israel at the end of the eighteenth century to found what became known as the “old Yishuv” (“the original community”) outside the ancient city walls of Jerusalem.


Finally, when czarist pogroms drove Jews from Russia and modern anti-Semitism in Europe started boiling over in the nineteenth century, Jews once again came to Israel for a refuge and cultural homeland. But they started coming long before the rise of what we now call Zionism, led by Theodor Herzl (1860–1904). For example, three hundred rabbis and their families moved to Ottoman Palestine in the eighteenth century, pursuing their vision of redemption in the Promised Land.16 Others followed. The first wave of Jewish refugees from Europe came in 1882 to join the Sephardic Jews who had lived in Palestine for generations. Herzl did not organize the first Zionist Congress until 1897.17


So Zionism can rightly be called a nationalism because it has a sense of unity based on common customs, language and religious culture. But limiting its origins to the late nineteenth century contradicts its actual history.18 Jews have been on the land for more than three thousand years and have always regarded it as their cultural and religious home. Indeed, it has been a place of pilgrimage for Jews in the diaspora for more than two thousand years.









NOT MERELY CHRISTIAN



Some critics have pointed to Herzl’s Zionist movement as proof that Zionism is more Christian than Jewish. They charge that this movement is relatively new to Judaism and is more secular than religious. Herzl himself was not an observant Jew, and he cast his movement in secular not religious terms.19


It is true that the Babylonian Talmud contains an oath not to “go as one to the Holy Land” because it would suggest failure to trust that God alone would establish Zion.20 It is also true that some rabbis criticized modern Zionism from its beginning because it was “not founded on Torah and religious repentance and [was] not the result of supernatural intervention.”21 At the turn of the twentieth century, a distinguished rabbi of the time, Elyakum Shlomo Shapira of Grodno (now in Belarus), complained that the new Zionists’ “valor in the land is not for the sake of the true faith. . . . How can I bear that something be called ‘the state of Israel’ without the Torah and the commandments (heaven forbid)?”22


But this is only a small part of the truth. The talmudic “oaths” were never considered law or even normative ideas in Judaism. Moreover, religious Jews were involved in modern Zionism from its beginnings, and a number of rabbis of that period gave wholehearted religious support for modern Zionism.23 More importantly, religious Zionism has been a Jewish aspiration for thousands of years. For fifteen hundred years Jews have prayed the Amidah in the morning, afternoon and night, ending with these words: “May it be your will, Lord our God and God of our fathers, that the beit Hamikdash [holy temple] be speedily rebuilt in our days, and grant us our portion in Your Torah.” The siddur, the Jewish prayer book, is full of references like this, creating a yearning for Zion in Jewish hearts for the last fifteen centuries.


While there were warnings in the Talmud against presumptuous attempts to rebuild Zion without divine openings, there were other parts of the Babylonian Talmud that instructed Jews to live in the land:




You shall inherit the land and settle in it (Deuteronomy 11:31). A story of R. Judah b. Bathyra and R. Matthia b. Harash and R. Hanania the nephew of R. Joshua and R. Jonathan who were leaving the country and arrived at Ptolemais and remembered the land of Israel. They looked up and cried and they rent their clothes, and read this verse: “And you shall inherit [the land] and dwell in it, and you shall keep and observe all these laws” ([Deut] 11:31-32). They said: the dwelling in the land of Israel is equal to all commandments in the Torah.24





Another talmudic passage values living in the land of Israel so highly that it proclaims that it is better to live in the land of Israel with idolaters than to live with Jews outside the land and that one who lives in the land of Israel worships God, while someone who lives outside the land is similar to one who has no God.25 Moreover, Jewish law prohibited a Jew from leaving the land of Israel, except to save one’s life or when one cannot find means of support in Israel.26


Over the past millennium a rabbinic consensus has formed around the conviction that living in the land is one of the 613 commandments of the Torah that Jews should obey unless prevented by danger or lack of means. The consensus is based on, among other things, Numbers 33:53: “You shall take possession of the land and settle in it, for I have given you the land to possess.”


There have been exceptions to this consensus. Maimonides (ca. 1135–1204) and some Hasidic sects have insisted that the Messiah must return first and bring all Jews back from exile. But Nahmanides (1194–1270), one of Judaism’s most revered scholars, disagreed: “It is a positive [Torah] commandment applying to every generation, binding on each one of us, even during the period of exile, as is clear from many passages in the Talmud.” Rabbi Israel of Shklov added, “The plain sense inclines toward the [idea], that the mitzvah [commandment] to live in the Land of Israel is a mitzvah like all the positive precepts in the Torah.”27


In the early twentieth century Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook (1865–1935), the legendary Torah scholar and chief rabbi during the British Mandate, believed that this Nahmanidean law applied to all generations.28 Perhaps the most important rabbi of the twentieth century, Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (1895–1986), agreed: “There is no obligation to actively move [to the land]; but living there is a mitzvah.”29


It is not accurate to say, then, that Zionism is a recent invention. Nor can anyone rightly say that Jews have never held a religious conviction about it. There have indeed been religiously Jewish opponents of Zionism, but they have never been the only religious Jewish voices on the question of going to the land. For a thousand years most rabbinic opinion has held that Jews have a religious obligation to live in the land of Israel.









NOT LAND THEFT



If Jews are obligated to support the Jewish people in the land, and perhaps even to live there, did they make a mockery of that religious obligation by taking the land in the wrong way? In other words, did they steal the land from Arabs? This has been a common allegation by Arabs in the last few decades.30


Many critics think the creation of the state of Israel in 1948 was a kind of theft because there was no attempt to create two states at that point. Instead, Israel wound up with territory that had been owned by Arabs. So we need to start with 1948. Was there no attempt to create two states then?


There was. The United Nations partitioned Palestine in 1947, offering part to Jews and part to Arabs, with the intention that each part would become either a state or part of a state. The Arab state of Jordan already existed. Already home to many Palestinians, it was in position to annex the West Bank portion of the land partitioned for Arabs.


Critics allege that the United Nations partition was unfair to Arabs because non-Jews made up 93 percent of the population of Palestine and 78 percent of the land was left in Jewish hands. But here is what is commonly forgotten: the part of Palestine allotted to Jews was home to a substantial Jewish majority—538,000 Jews to 397,000 Arabs, according to official United Nations estimates. Besides, the “Jewish national home,” mandated by the League of Nations in 1920, originally included what is now the state of Jordan. Eighty percent of this was given to Arabs in what was then called Transjordan. The remaining 20 percent was divided in the 1947 partition, which means Jews received only 17.5 percent of what was originally designated to be theirs.31


Jews were unhappy because the land they were given did not include Jerusalem, where Jews composed the largest religious population since the middle of the nineteenth century and constituted an absolute majority in the city from the end of the nineteenth century. Moreover, 60 percent of the Jewish state was the Negev, an arid desert then thought to be useless.32 Yet the Jews accepted the United Nations Partition Plan. The Arabs did not.


Although they were unhappy with the partition, Jews did not rob land from poor Arab peasants, as many of today’s critics suggest. By 1948 Britain had allocated 187,500 acres of cultivable land to Arabs and only 4,250 acres to Jews. So Jews were forced to pay exorbitant prices for arid land to wealthy, often absentee landlords—$1,000 per acre, when rich black soil in Iowa was selling for $110 per acre.33


By 1947, 73 percent of land purchased by Jews came from large landowners, including Arab mayors of Gaza, Jerusalem and Jaffa and leaders of the Arab nationalist movement.34 In his memoir, King Abdullah of Jordan said the story of Jewish displacement of Arabs from their land was a fiction: “Arabs are as prodigal in selling their land as they are in . . . weeping [about it].”35


It is true that hundreds of thousands of Arabs felt compelled to abandon their homes during the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. They fled the violence of war, which was begun by the Arab nations, not Israel. The majority simply wanted to get out of the line of fire. The Syrian prime minister, Haled al Azm, wrote in his memoirs, “Since 1948 we have been demanding the return of the refugees to their homes. But we ourselves are the ones who encouraged them to leave.”36 The Economist, a frequent critic of Zionists, reported in the October 2, 1948, issue that “the Higher Arab Executive . . . clearly intimated that those Arabs who remained in Haifa and accepted Jewish protection would be regarded as renegades.”









IS IT RACISM?


Another charge by critics of Israel is that the modern state of Israel is organized on racist principles. This charge was broadcast around the world in 1975 when the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution equating Zionism with racism. Viewed charitably, the resolution assumed that Judaism is a race of people and that the Jewish state was therefore equivalent to the apartheid regime of South Africa before 1994.


The problem is that none of this is true. Israel has always been a people defined by religion, even for those who don’t believe. The religious identity of Israel—not their race—defines the people, even those who say they don’t believe in the God of Israel but identify with the people who do. We need to be reminded that there are Chinese Jews, African Jews, European Jews and even Arab Jews.


Furthermore, Israel has always accepted people of different religions who join themselves to Israel and are willing to do what that requires—religious or otherwise. In biblical times Rahab and her family and Ruth were Gentiles who were attracted to the God of Israel and assimilated. Many of David’s men were foreigners from today’s Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and Turkey who fought as soldiers and leaders in his army. Some became his trusted advisers (2 Sam 23:8-39; 1 Chron 11:10-47). Many probably became assimilated to Israel.


The best way to disabuse oneself of this myth of racism is to go to Israel today and see the thousands of handsome young Ethiopian men and women serving in the IDF (Israel Defense Forces). One will also notice the racial differences between white Ashkenazi Jews of European descent and the darker-complexioned Sephardic Jews from North Africa. There are complaints of racism toward Ethiopian Jews in Israel, but there are also open discussions in the Israeli media and government about how to put an end to racist attitudes. We Americans should remember our own history and continuing problems with race and be loathe to point the finger.


Importantly, as a democracy Israel has almost two million Muslim and Christian Arabs, Druze, Bahá’ís, Circassians and other ethnic groups as citizens with full rights. Despite all this, some speak of “Israeli apartheid.” This accusation is not only inaccurate and inflammatory but egregiously unfair. South African apartheid was based on race. “Blacks” and “coloureds” could not vote and had no representation in the South African parliament. But Israeli citizens of all races—Arabs and Jews alike—can vote, can be represented in the Knesset and have recourse to the courts.


Apartheid was also a legal system that restricted participation to a minority that had control over a majority. In Israel, the majority give equal legal rights and protection to Arab citizens, who make up 20 percent of the population of Israel. Irshad Manji, a Muslim author, has written:




At only 20% of the population, would Arabs even be eligible for election if they squirmed under the thumb of apartheid? Would an apartheid state extend voting rights to women and the poor in local elections, which Israel did for the first time in the history of Palestinian Arabs?37





Of course, what is given by legal right is not always given in actual practice. Israeli newspapers debate whether Arabs get a fair shake, and many Israelis concede that racism is a problem. But the emotionally charged comparison of Israel to South Africa under apartheid is false.









NOT THEOCRACY



But if Israel is organized on the basis of religion rather than race, does this make Israel a theocracy? This question took on new currency in 2015 when the Knesset (parliament) considered a bill that would define the state of Israel’s identity as “the nation-state of the Jewish people.” That would mean not only that the country’s national holidays would be Jewish religious holidays and that the flag would be the Magen David; it would also mean that Jewish law would be the inspiration for Israel’s legal system and that it would enshrine the automatic citizenship granted by the law of return.


The bill did not pass in 2015 and at the time of writing was no longer being debated. But we must clear up one thing about the charge of theocracy: a theocracy is by definition a polity run by clerics and religious law, and restricted in participation to one religion. This has never been the policy of the Jewish state, and it would contradict Israel’s declaration of independence.38 Israel has always been understood by the majority of its people as a homeland for the Jewish people—a broad civilization consisting of diverse ethnicities, cultural expression in all its forms, religion, history, philosophy, ethics and law—with participation open to a vast array and large number of non-Jews (as well as nonbelieving Jews).


Part of the difficulty in Christians understanding this is that most Protestants assume that because being Protestant is an exclusively religious category and because Protestant states in previous centuries restricted participation to Protestants, that must be the way a Jewish state would operate. They think a Jewish state must be a state run by the Jewish religion.


But this is not what Israeli (other than some ultra-Orthodox) Jews mean when they talk about a Jewish state. They mean a state that is a haven for the Jewish people and institutionally fosters their Jewishness, but also a state that protects the religious and civil rights of its minorities. Often Zionism’s modern founder Theodor Herzl is said to have been a secularist who wanted Israel to be a secular state. But in fact he envisioned a government that would be “Jewish in character” and would set up “laws and regulations adopted for the well-being of the Jewish people,” while protecting the well-being of non-Jewish neighbors. He supported the revival of the Hebrew language, Jewish art, Jewish literature and a Jewish academy. He even hoped to write a biblical drama, to be titled Moses. David Ben-Gurion, the first prime minister, repeatedly referred to Zionism as a messianic movement. But neither Herzl nor Ben-Gurion wanted a theocracy ruled by religious leaders or a state without Gentiles or Gentiles lacking political and religious freedoms.39


This is still true today. When the prime minister of Israel speaks of the need to recognize Israel as a Jewish state, he has in mind a democracy, not a theocracy, in which the majority (but not all) of its citizens are Jewish and feel that Israel is their political and cultural home.


Is it wrong for Israel to have a law of return that grants automatic citizenship to Jews? Other countries such as Germany, Greece, Ireland and Finland also designate special categories of people who are entitled to citizenship. For example, Greece grants citizenship to broad categories of people of ethnic Greek ancestry who are members of the Greek diaspora, including individuals and families whose ancestors have been resident in diaspora communities outside the modern state of Greece for centuries or millennia.


In Israel, non-Jews are eligible to become citizens under naturalization procedures similar to those in other countries outside the Middle East. But the Arab states define citizenship by native parentage. It is almost impossible to become a naturalized citizen in many Arab states, especially Algeria, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Several Arab states have laws that allow for the naturalization of other Arabs, but with the exception of Palestinians. Jordan, on the other hand, instituted its own law of return in 1954 for all former residents of Palestine—except Jews.


So Israel, like other states outside the Middle East, is populated by a majority from one community but, like other democracies, protects the rights of minorities. Sweden is a good example of this kind of state. A majority of its citizens have a similar cultural background, but the state protects the rights of those from other cultures. India and Pakistan, on the other hand, are also democracies reflecting the cultures of the majority, but their record on enforcing laws to protect minorities is weaker.


In the Middle East, however, Israel is unique. No other state protects the religious and political freedoms of minorities as does the Jewish state of Israel. Its democracy is open to citizenship to non-Jews, and it enforces religious and political freedoms for non-Jewish minorities. These practices prove that it is not a theocracy.









A LOOK AHEAD



Where does this book go from here? It moves in what we think is a rhetorically logical order.


The purpose of this introduction has been to clear away underbrush so that we can look at the real olive tree, so to speak. I use that image purposely because it is the one Paul uses in Romans 11 to describe the relation of Gentile believers in Jesus to Israel.


The underbrush consists of a paradigm and objections. This introduction examined the most common objections to Christian Zionism. The first was that Christian Zionism is always dispensationalist and fundamentalist. This is why we have distinguished the New Christian Zionism from older, dispensationalist Zionisms.


Then there are the modern myths. I examined the claim that Zionism is simply another one of the many nationalisms that arose in the nineteenth century. Then I looked at the charge that Zionism is more Christian than Jewish—that for Jews it is a new cause and promoted more by Christians than Jews. Next I investigated the recurring indictment that Zionism is simply theft, having stolen land from Arabs before and after 1948. Finally, I responded to accusations that Zionism is racist and that Israel is a theocracy.


I imagine I have not convinced all my readers of our position on all these questions, but I hope you can see that there are plausible objections to all these claims, which means the claims might be more mythical than actual. If you get that far, you might then consider the principal argument of this book, which is theological.


The first two chapters (part one) make historical arguments. Chapter one depicts briefly the dominant paradigm that our new model seeks to displace—supersessionism. This is the view that the Christian church has superseded or replaced Israel as the locus of the covenant that God has made with his people. While supersede means to “replace what is old and no longer useful,” fulfill means to “succeed in doing something or make something true and real.”40 Jesus said he did not come to “abolish” the Torah or the prophets but to “fulfill” them (Mt 5:17). The Greek word (plērōsai) that Matthew uses means to confirm or implement, or “make actual what was previously spoken” or “authoritatively interpret.”41 Jesus’ words suggest epochal change from one form of the covenant to another but without denying or denigrating God’s covenant with Israel. Jesus fulfilled the Tanak (the Hebrew acronym for what Christians call the Old Testament) in the English sense of the word by making the promise of the Messiah true and real, and gave form to the kingdom of God in a provisional and proleptic (anticipating the future) way by confirming and implementing the Torah and the kingdom and by prophesying their final earthly embodiment in a new world to come. The New Christian Zionism asserts that the people and land of Israel represent a provisional and proleptic fulfillment of the promises of that new world to come. So Jesus brought a new era to the history of Israel but without abolishing what came before, and he predicted that his people and land would be central to that new world.42 This is why the New Christian Zionism speaks of fulfillment and not supersessionism.


Chapter two starts by showing how recent scholars have tagged Christian Zionism with the dispensationalist label, suggesting that Christian Zionism is a recent invention. In that chapter I try to show (1) that the history of Christian Zionism is long, going back two thousand years, and (2) that for all those centuries before the nineteenth it had nothing to do with dispensationalism. Furthermore, I try to show that in the last two centuries there have been important Christian Zionists whose arguments did not hang on a dispensationalist framework.


The next four chapters (part 2) are the heart of the book. Because all good theology is reflection on the biblical witness, we tangle in these chapters with the meaning of Scripture. The first problem that arises whenever Christianity and Israel are discussed is the relation of the Hebrew Bible to the New Testament. They are both canonical for Christians, and in some sense the latter fulfills the first. But how? And what does that mean for the church’s understanding of Israel? Craig Blaising engages these questions in chapter three.


The next three chapters are devoted to three of the principal authors of the New Testament. Joel Willitts shows (chap. 4) that the restoration of Eretz Israel (the land of Israel) is a fundamental presumption of Matthew’s story of Jesus. Willitts insists that the first Gospel has “an abiding land consciousness” in line with the traditional Jewish territorial hope.


Mark Kinzer argues (chap. 5), against Gary Burge (perhaps the leading evangelical anti-Zionist), that Luke–Acts views the Holy Land as a locus of divine activity, promotes the Holy Land as a vital aspect of faith, possesses what could be called a territorial theology, is intensely concerned about a Jewish eschatology devoted to the restoration of the land, and is tethered to a material realization of the kingdom in the Holy Land.


David Rudolph (chap. 6) shows that Paul, who has most often been thought to have devalued Israel, in fact did the opposite. Paul kept both the people and the land of Israel at the center of his soteriology and eschatology. He taught that Jesus brings salvation to all the world, but only by keeping Israel at the center of that world. Gentiles will be saved, for Paul, only by being attached to Israel. They are to look forward to a renewed earth that is centered in Israel.


Part three deals not with the underbrush but with the other trees clogging the growth of the olive tree. They keep many from seeing the olive tree and stunt the growth of the tree by soaking up rainwater and stealing sunshine. They are the necessary implications of Christian Zionism, which when left unaddressed prevent proper understanding and encourage misdirected attacks.


The first is the recent history of attacks on Israel from mainline Protestant churches. Mark Tooley (chap. 7) rehearses their arguments, supersessionist and pragmatic, against Israel in the last forty-five years. He explains that it was only after 1970 that the Protestant mainline started to make arguments and proposals that would undermine support for the people and state of Israel. Along the way Tooley points to flaws in the reasoning of these new approaches.


Perhaps the most potent case against Christian Zionism on the world stage today is political. Opposition to Israel in recent decades has focused on the supposed injustice of a political state that is run by Jews in an Arab neighborhood. This of course includes the question of political justice for Palestinians. In chapter eight Robert Benne takes up eerily similar arguments and counterarguments in Reinhold Niebuhr’s era and suggests that Niebuhr’s approach is helpful for political questions today. Benne then adds his own take on Niebuhr’s Christian Zionism.


The legal questions about Israel fall not too far behind the political ones. Is Israel violating international law by its control of the West Bank? Is it occupation? Is it illegal? If it is, does that not call into question the claim of Zionists that Israel is somehow connected to the biblical covenant that calls for justice? Robert Nicholson takes up these questions in chapter nine, arguing that international law is notoriously unclear but that, where it is clear, Israel is not in violation. In fact, Israel holds itself, albeit imperfectly, to legal standards that are higher than those of all its neighbors and indeed higher than in leading countries of the West.


In chapter ten Shadi Khalloul gives testimony from within the land of Israel that Israel, with all of its imperfections, nevertheless exemplifies some of the best that one could expect of morality from a modern state in this messy world. Khalloul is a leader of the Aramean community in Israel and what the outside world would call a Palestinian (though strictly speaking he is not, for Palestinians are typically Arabs, and his community predated the Arab invasions of the seventh century AD). He argues that while the state of Israel is far from perfect, it is not fundamentally unjust in the ways that it treats its minorities. From its founding nearly seventy years ago, Israel has been committed, legally and in other ways, to just treatment of its minorities.


In chapter eleven Darrell Bock plots a way forward for Christian Zionism. He says the New Christian Zionism must distinguish between individual Jews and corporate Israel and must never give carte blanche to Israel’s conduct. Instead, future academic work by those who support this New Christian Zionism must stress five themes.


Finally, in chapter twelve I discuss how this new Christian Zionism will bring changes to biblical hermeneutics and exegesis, historical theology, systematic theology, political theology and Jewish-Christian dialogue.


In short, the New Christian Zionism hopes to alert scholars and other Christians to beware of the geographical-docetic temptation that anti-Zionism proffers. Supersessionist anti-Zionism proposes theology divorced from embodiment and physicality—a people without a land, a Jesus without his people and land and tradition, and the early church living, as it were, suspended in air above the Palestinian ground. It suggests that land, earth and territory do not matter to embodied human existence. It would not be stretching too much to say that it is ecclesiology and eschatology without incarnation.
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A HISTORY OF SUPERSESSIONISM


Getting the Big Story Wrong


Gerald R. McDermott
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The Bible is extraordinarily complex. While the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers rightly insisted that its basic message of salvation could be understood by the simplest of sinners, they also believed that its preachers needed extensive training to be able to understand its many subtleties and profundities. They also knew that it is impossible to interpret the Bible rightly without having the right framework or lens through which to read it. The little stories could not be understood without knowing the Big Story into which they fit. Using the wrong Big Story would cause Christians to misinterpret the hundreds of little stories in the Bible, not to mention the meaning of the myriads of details from ancient cultures in ancient times.


For this reason it is essential that we get the big picture right. As I mentioned at the beginning of the introduction, the New Christian Zionism insists that the story of Israel is central to the story of salvation. The latter is fundamentally misunderstood and distorted when it omits Israel and her story with God. The sheer size of the Hebrew Scriptures, which dwarf the New Testament, should have signaled this to the historic church. But so does the gospel story in the New Testament, which portrays Israel at the center.


The very first Gospel—Matthew—opens with a genealogy that proves that Jesus is descended from Abraham, the first Jew, through forty-two generations of Jews. Luke’s Gospel also contains a genealogy (Lk 3:23-38) that proves Jesus came from a long line of Jews going back to Abraham, and then all the way back to Adam. Apparently both Matthew and Luke believed it important to show that Jesus was connected to the history of Israel.


In her Magnificat, Mary suggests that the birth of the Messiah will be significant not only for all future “generations” but particularly for the history of Israel: this will show that God




has helped his servant Israel,


   in remembrance of his mercy,


according to the promise he made to our ancestors,


   to Abraham and to his descendants forever. (Lk 1:54-55, emphasis added)





If the incarnation was supposed to turn the focus away from Israel, as the supersessionist story has suggested, Mary did not get the text message. Her son would fulfill God’s promise—which was made not to the whole human race but to the first Jew and all his Jewish descendants. Of course we know that this fulfillment brought the promise of salvation to the world, but Mary here mentioned only the promise to the Jews.


Paul, long cast as the apostle to the Gentiles, supposedly took the focus off Judaism and showed that the gospel was really a universal message for all. It has often been claimed that Paul believed the days of Jewish particularity were over and the days of non-Jewish universalism had begun. God’s covenant with the Jews was done; he had transferred that covenant to the church. No longer would God be concerned with the Jews. They had forfeited their covenant because they had rejected the Messiah, Jesus.


This is what Christian theologian Kendall Soulen has termed the “punitive” version of supersessionism, the idea that God made a new covenant with the church that supersedes his old covenant with Israel because God was punishing Israel for not accepting her Messiah. Soulen’s two other kinds of supersessionism are “economic” (in God’s economy or administration of the history of salvation, Israel’s purpose was to prepare for the Messiah, so once he came, Israel had no more purpose) and “structural” (the history of salvation is structured so as not to need Israel in any integral way, except to serve as a negative example).1


Although Paul has been been read this way for centuries, his letters tell a different story. In Romans 9 and 11 he laments his fellow Jews who have not accepted Jesus as Messiah. He says that they cause him “great sorrow and unceasing anguish” (Rom 9:2). Yet he says “the covenants” still “belong” to them (Rom 9:4), and even though, “as regards the gospel,” they have become “enemies of God,” they still “are beloved” because of their “election,” which is “irrevocable” (Rom 11:28-29, my emphasis).


Galatians is the letter that is most often used to prove that Paul has dispensed with Jewish law in favor of a church that has left Israel behind. Yet even here he says the gospel is all about “the blessing of Abraham . . . com[ing] to the Gentiles” (Gal 3:14) because “the promises [of blessing] were made to Abraham and to his offspring” (Gal 3:16) so that getting saved means being in Abraham’s family: “If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise” (Gal 3:29).2 In other words, the gospel means getting connected to Israel’s history, not getting away from it. In contrast, supersessionism—the idea that the church has superseded Israel because God’s covenant with Israel has been transferred to others—suggests that Israel has been left behind. Galatians says otherwise.


As chapters two through five will show, the New Testament develops what we have just seen in the genealogies and the Magnificat and Galatians—the intimate connection between Israel and the gospel. This is the constellation of connections that shows that Israel is essential not only to eschatology (the message of the old Christian Zionism) but to soteriology (in the New Christian Zionism). Israel is critical not only to the future (the old Christian Zionism) but also to our past and present (the New Christian Zionism). Not only to where Christians will be (the old Christian Zionism) but to what they are (the New Christian Zionism).


This constellation of connections is vivid in the New Testament, especially in its last book, Revelation. In that book, usually dated near the end of the first century, the new earth is centered in Jerusalem, whose twelve gates are inscribed with the names of the twelve tribes of Israel (Rev 21:12). So we can be confident that this Zionist vision, which the middle chapters of this book will show to have been prevalent in the New Testament, continued through at least the end of the first century.


In the mid-second century, when the synagogue was still very attractive to many Jesus-believing Jews and Gentiles, some of the former were tempted to jettison their new devotion to Jesus, and some of the latter were drawn to nonmessianic Judaism. Early church leaders responded by stressing the superiority of Jesus’ law to the Mosaic law. Their apologetic against the synagogue was so successful that their new version of salvation history—which declared that God had transferred the covenant from Israel to the church—became dominant.


Scholars as diverse as the Christian theologian Soulen and the Jewish historian/theologian Daniel Boyarin have agreed that second-century apologist Justin Martyr (100–ca. 165) played a key role in this transition of thinking among Jesus followers.3 They also agree that Justin was not the only early Christian thinker who proposed supersessionism,4 that the reasons for this transition were many and complex5 and that this comparison of Jewish law versus Christian law was only one of many factors involved. But most historians agree that Justin’s version of the biblical story caught on, and it was he who first applied to the church the term “true Israel.”6 The real story of salvation for Justin was the story of the Logos or eternal Word, which spoke to Jews in one way but in other ways to other cultures, especially the Greeks. Just as the Jews had their prophets, so too did the Greeks, Plato and Socrates among their foremost. Justin thought that Socrates had as much of the Logos as Moses. In fact, Christ “was and is the Logos who is in every man” and inspires whatever truth we find in the world (Justin, 2 Apol. 10). The Old Testament was important not because it was the revelation of the true God but because it predicted the true Logos. The law given at Horeb was already “old” and belonged to Jews alone; the new one from Christ has made the old one cease, and now the new one belongs to “all men absolutely.” God’s relationship to Israel therefore was physical and temporary, but his new relationship to the church was spiritual and permanent. As Oskar Skarsaune observes, Justin fell prey to exactly what Paul warned against: “Do not boast over the branches” (Rom 11:18).7


Irenaeus (ca. 145–202) is another early father of the church who helped make supersessionism the dominant model for later centuries. He is famous for having contributed the church’s first theology of history. Writing against Gnostics, who regarded matter as the creation of an evil god, he explained how the true God created matter and in fact took human matter onto himself in order to restore the broken image of his human creatures.


Irenaeus’s grand metaphor was God as pedagogue. He gave the Mosaic law to the “headstrong” Jews because they needed it for their spiritual education; it was not for all times and all places. Their prescriptions were “temporal,” “carnal” and “earthly,” calling their users to another law that is “eternal,” “spiritual” and “heavenly.” Many precepts were included in the old law because of the Jews’ “hardness of heart.”8


After the Jewish law, the incarnation was the next stage in God’s pedagogy of the human race. God used it to bring us into his very being, by what Irenaeus called “recapitulation.” By this he meant that God started over again on the creation. Because Adam’s sin significantly marred the divine image in humanity and prevented the Father from being able to bring human beings into communion with himself, he created the perfect man in Jesus—the man Adam was intended to be. Because Jesus was perfect, without sin, the Father could have communion with him. And because Jesus’ human nature was human, like ours, we could have communion with God—because Jesus’ human nature was the go-between that now linked us with God.


This was all very elegant. But it made the history of Israel, which made up most of the Bible, functionally and theologically unnecessary. It suggested that the story of Israel was simply educational, teaching the Gentiles how not to proceed, thus preparing the rest of us for the Second Adam. Hence it was economic supersessionism. Because it made Israel unnecessary, skipping from the first Adam directly to the Second, it was also structural supersessionism. Irenaeus also made use of punitive supersessionism by arguing that because the Jews repudiated their Messiah, they were “disinherited from the grace of God.”9


Later church fathers perpetuated this pattern. As we will see in the next chapter, Origen reasoned that if the Messiah with his covenant had come, then the covenant with the Jews had ended—or true Israel is the spiritual band that follows Jesus as Messiah.10 The fourth century and later brought new ill feeling into what had been, at least for Justin and Irenaeus, more of a reasoned debate.11 Chrysostom (ca. 349–407), for example, preached that he thought Jews murdered their own children to offer as sacrifices to the devil, and exclaimed, “I hate the Jews.”12 Augustine was far milder, acknowledging that strictly speaking the church is the new Israel, but that for clarity’s sake it was best to leave the name Israel to Jews.13


Much later, Martin Luther (1483–1546) in his last years was as vitriolic as Chrysostom. Earlier he had shown deep appreciation for the Jewish tradition and wrote a number of philosemitic essays, including “That Jesus Christ Was Born a Jew” (1523). But toward the end of his life he snapped when considering Jewish refusal to accept Jesus as Messiah. In an effort to “save some from the flames and embers . . . their synagogues should be set on fire. . . . [Jewish homes should] be broken down or destroyed . . . [and Jews themselves should be] put under one roof, or in a stable, like Gypsies, in order that they may realize that they are not masters in our land.”14 Luther seems to have agreed with his predecessors that God’s covenant with the Jews had long since been broken. Some Luther scholars think that these frightening words were motivated by Luther’s apocalypticism—his belief that the world would end in his lifetime and that all enemies of the gospel were driven by the devil. And to be fair, we should recall that Luther demonized not only the Jews but also the Turks, the peasants (who started revolts in 1524–1526) and the papacy.15


Calvin (1509–1564) showed less invective, but he too was a supersessionist, and a punitive supersessionist at that. In his Institutes he wrote that “while the Jews seemed to be God’s people, they not only rejected the teaching of the gospel but also persecuted it.” So “God denies that he is bound to [their] wicked priests by the fact that he covenanted with their father Levi to be His angel or interpreter. . . . God willingly admits this and disputes with them on the ground that he is ready to keep the covenant, but that when they do not reciprocate, they deserve to be repudiated.”16 For Calvin and so many of the Fathers before him, God put an end to his covenant with Israel because her leaders rejected Jesus.17


Supersessionism took an important step forward with the deists at the end of the seventeenth and beginning of the eighteenth centuries. Deists were the first moderns to make popular what has been called “the scandal of particularity.” This is the idea that a just God would never restrict his revelation to particular places and times in history because that would be unfair. This was one of many reasons that deists repudiated the idea that the Jews were the chosen people. But, as Frank E. Manuel has chronicled, there were plenty of other reasons. Deists taught that Judaism was an outlandish example of the heavy encrustation of man-made ceremonials and priestly imposture. One of the cruelest religions ever, its miracles were frauds and its prophecies superstitious. In deist hands, Jews were transformed from a nation with a special religious identity to an isolated and irrelevant remnant of barbarian tribes, who still preserved the tribes’ bizarre and fanatical customs. They worshiped dead, soulless animals rather than a spiritual divinity, and their sacrificial rites were like those of East Indians, American Indians and West Africans.18


Thomas Chubb (1679–1747), for example, said the Jewish law was completely unrelated to the gospel and argued that the preservation of the Jews over the centuries was not miraculous; they were preserved because their leaders instructed them not to mix with the Gentiles. Their belief that they are God’s chosen people is egotistical, and arbitrariness (a word always used by deists with contempt) is the Jewish principle. Anthony Collins called the Jews an “illiterate, Barbarous and Ridiculous People,” whom God picked only to show his patience with the world. Thomas Morgan (d. 1743) explained that the Jewish God was a cheat and an idol, and the Jewish religion a foul source of everything in Christianity that is contrary to a pure, simple and reasonable natural religion. The deist newspaper The Independent Whig broadcast to its readers that Moses gave the Jews a “Law of Bondage . . . [with] statutes which were not good, and Judgments by which they could not live.”19


According to Manuel, the deists were the leaders of the Enlightenment’s radical reevaluation of Judaism. Voltaire learned from them when he was in London in the 1720s. He eventually became an obsessive anti-Semite, always calling them the “execrable Jews,” and once wrote that a Jew is someone who should have engraved on his forehead “Fit to be hanged.” His philosophe confreres attacked the Hebrew Bible with zeal, reasoning that if Christianity is as old as creation, there was no need for Judaism. It simply serves as an illustration of detested “priestcraft.”20 In the mid- and late-eighteenth century the Holbachians still made it a practice to adapt the deist writings of the early eighteenth century for their own anticlerical and anti-Semitic crusades.21


Manuel concludes that the emergence of anti-Semitism as a “scientific doctrine” at the end of the nineteenth century can be traced to these deist sources.22 It is no wonder that we find anti-Semitism and supersessionism in the thinking of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), perhaps the most influential philosopher in the modern age. For Kant was influenced by the deists and David Hume, who himself was partly shaped by the deist critique of Judaism and orthodox Christianity.23 As Soulen has vividly put it, Kant’s Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793) stripped the “Christian divinity” of “Jewish flesh.”24 For the German philosopher, the Christian God is interested in moral perfection alone, so the kingdom of God is the supremacy of moral law. Judaism is about arbitrary law, not rational morality. Israel’s chosenness is exclusive and therefore “shows enmity toward all other peoples.”25 The remaining existence of Jewish thought in Christian faith is “the original sin of Christian history.”26 The inevitable conclusion is that there is no connection whatsoever between Judaism and true Christianity.


Schleiermacher (1768–1834) took Kant’s supersessionism a step further by calling, as a church theologian, for the elimination of the Hebrew Scriptures from the church’s Sunday lectionary. The German theologian’s attitude toward the Old Testament was almost contemptuous. He wrote that if a doctrine appears only in the Old Testament and not also the New, it is not Christian. He declared that the Old Testament has neither the dignity nor the inspiration of the New, and that it contains instead the “spirit of the [Jewish] people . . . not the Christian Spirit.” Therefore we are not to use the Old Testament to support Christian doctrines.27


Liberal Christians today, who often appeal to the Psalms and Prophets for moral teaching and consider Schleiermacher their mentor, might be surprised to hear their theological father saying, “It is only after deluding ourselves by unconscious additions and subtractions that we can suppose we are able to gather a Christian doctrine of God out of the Prophets and the Psalms.” The following statement is still more alarming, and makes one wonder if there is a line from Schleiermacher to the German Christians of the 1930s who ripped the Old Testament out of their Bibles: The only reason why earlier eras read the Old Testament was because of its “historical connexions” to the Christian faith, so that its “gradual retirement into the background” of Christian reading and worship is not to be regretted.28 This is structural supersessionism on steroids.


Of course most modern Christians did not follow the path of liberal theology. Yet most Catholic and mainline Protestant churches held to their own versions of supersessionism through the mid-twentieth century, when the Holocaust made them reexamine their attitudes toward Israel. A rereading of Scripture and particularly of Paul led to a new vision for Israel’s future (and hence the land) among some theologians and New Testament scholars, such as Karl and Marcus Barth, C. E. B. Cranfield, Peter Stuhlmacher, Krister Stendahl and numerous evangelical scholars. Cranfield, for example, concluded that an impartial reading of Paul’s epistle to the Romans demanded a revision of supersessionism: “These three chapters [Rom 9–11] emphatically forbid us to speak of the church as having once and for all taken the place of the Jewish people.”29 Like Cranfield, scholars began to notice that Paul seemed to believe that Jewish rejection of Jesus as Messiah did not abrogate God’s covenant with them, for in Romans 11 he says explicitly that “God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew” (Rom 11:2). As W. D. Davies noted in his landmark work on the biblical concept of land, “Paul never calls the Church the New Israel or the Jewish people the Old Israel.”30 Elsewhere in Romans 11 Paul suggests the same theme of the continuance of the covenant: “The gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). “What will their acceptance [by God] be but life from the dead?” (Rom 11:15). “All Israel will be saved (Rom 11:26) . . . [and] receive mercy” (Rom 11:31). Craig Blaising notes that Paul bases this reading of Israel’s future on Isaiah 59:20-21, where the prophet forecasts the return of divine favor on Zion and follows this promise with another: “Your people shall all be righteous; they shall possess the land forever” (Is 60:21).31


If Pauline research has shown new hope for the future of Israel and its land, so too has research into the historical Jesus, with E. P. Sanders, N. T. Wright, John P. Meier and Ben F. Meyer among the most important scholars showing that Jesus was far more interested in Israel than scholars had previously imagined.32 Evangelical scholar Scot McKnight has pushed this further by arguing that Jesus intended to renew Israel’s national covenant, not found a new religion. He wanted to restore the twelve tribes, which would bring the kingdom of God in and through Israel. By his death, Jesus believed the whole Jewish nation was being nailed to the cross, and God was restoring the nation and renewing its people. Hence, salvation was first and foremost for Israel; if the nations wanted salvation, they would need to assimilate themselves to saved Israel. Because of his claim to dispense forgiveness of sins and create a new community of restored Israel that would inherit the kingdom of God, his disciples saw Jesus as the savior of Israel, as God coming to them through Jesus, leading the nation out of exile to regain control of the land.33 Roman Catholic historian Robert Wilken observes that “hopes of restoration and the establishment of a kingdom in Jerusalem were not, it seems, foreign to early Christian tradition.” The angel tells Mary that “the Lord God will give to [Jesus] the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever” (Lk 1:32-33). Jesus himself anticipates the day when Jerusalem will welcome him: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, . . . I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord’” (Mt 23:37, 39).34


But while Paul and Jesus scholarship has eroded support for one sort of supersessionism, most Protestant and Catholic scholars have not embraced the countervailing notion that God has a present and future role for Jews in the land of Israel. That is, while most Protestant and Catholic scholars since the Holocaust fall over each other reaffirming God’s eternal covenant with Israel, for the most part they ignore what for most Jews is absolutely integral to that covenant: the land. Jews appreciate Roman Catholic and mainline Protestant affirmations that God’s covenant with Israel is eternal but wonder why they ignore or deny what they believe is an indispensable manifestation of the covenant. As the authors of “Dabru Emet: A Jewish Statement on Christians and Christianity” put it, “The most important event for Jews since the Holocaust has been the reestablishment of a Jewish state in the Promised Land.” They add, “Israel was promised—and given—to Jews as the physical center of the covenant between them and God.” Yet most Protestant and Catholic affirmations of the Jewish covenant ignore this central component. A letter writer to the Christian Century complained that the editor’s approach to the land of Israel “is roughly equivalent to a Jew asking a Protestant teenager: ‘Hey, what’s up with the resurrection thing?’ A Judaism without the [covenantal] component of the land of Israel is a faith shorn of most of its power.” This is in part because, as the National Council of Synagogues argues, “God wants the nations to see the redemption of Israel and be impressed. . . . They will therefore learn, if they had not learned before, that the Lord, God of Israel, restores His people to His land.”35
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We can read in the newspapers,


“God keeps his promise.”


KARL BARTH, AFTER THE 1967 WAR










Most of us are familiar with the standard narrative about Christian Zionism. It is allegedly a result of bad exegesis and zany theology. While most scholars will concede that the Hebrew Bible is clearly Zionist (that is, that its primary focus is on a covenant with a particular people and land, both called Israel, and the land sometimes called Zion), they will typically insist that the New Testament drops this focus on a particular land and people, and replaces it with a universal vision for all peoples across the globe. Eretz Yisrael (Hebrew for “the land of Israel”) is said to be replaced by gē (Greek for “land” or “earth”), the latter of which is usually translated the whole “earth.” Concern with Jews as Jews is thought to be absent from the New Testament—except to insist that there is no longer any significant difference between Jew and Greek (Gal 3:28). Hence neither the people nor the land of Israel has any special significance after the resurrection of Jesus Christ.


According to this narrative, the only ones who have advocated for the idea that the New Testament maintains concern for the particular land and people of Israel are (traditional) premillennial dispensationalists. As we saw in the introduction, their theology—which puts Israel and the church on two different tracks, neither of which runs at the same time, and which often holds to elaborate and detailed schedules of end-time events, including a rapture—is thought to be the origin and essence of all Christian Zionism.


The burden of this chapter is to show that Christian Zionism is at least eighteen centuries older than dispensationalism. Its vision is rooted in the Hebrew Bible, where covenant is the central story, and at the heart of the covenant is the promise of a land. God takes the initiative to adopt a people and then to promise and eventually deliver a land to this people. God drove this people off their land twice, but even in exile his prophets declared that the land was still theirs. The Jews who wrote the New Testament continued with this vision. Just as the Hebrew Bible envisioned blessings going to the whole world through the people of this land, so too the New Testament proclaimed a blessing for the whole world coming through the Jewish Messiah, whose kingdom started in Israel and would eventually be centered once again in Israel. These New Testament writers held on to the prophets’ promises that the Jews of the diaspora would one day return to the land from all over the world and establish there a politeia (a political entity), which one day would be transformed into a center of blessing for the world.


In this chapter we will trace the long history of Christian Zionism, from the early church into the first few centuries of the common era, then picking up new vitality in the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries. We will see that the vast majority of Christian Zionists came long before the rise of dispensationalism in the nineteenth century and that many of the most prominent Christian Zionists of the last two centuries had nothing to do with dispensationalism.


After reviewing briefly what recent critics have said about Christian Zionism’s supposed origins in dispensationalism, we will examine the Zionist vision in the Hebrew Bible. Then we will look very briefly at some of the oft-overlooked traces of that same vision in the New Testament. Next we will trace the history of Christian Zionism before the rise of dispensationalism and conclude with a look at other Christian Zionist leaders who were innocent of dispensationalism.




A QUESTION OF ORIGINS



Most work on Christian Zionism in the last few decades has suggested that Christian Zionism is either the functional equivalent of dispensationalism or indebted primarily to dispensationalism. For example, Gary Burge does not name dispensationalists but seems to have them in mind as the only “Christian Zionists.” For he says that Christian Zionists generally do not have “genuine sympathy for the Jews” and do not desire “to see a restoration and preservation of a biblical people to a biblical land for its own sake.” No, their only desire is “to accelerate an eschatological crisis that will deliver the world to Armageddon and bring Christ back.” These “evangelicals” (the word he uses for these Christian Zionists) are dispensationalists.1


Stephen Sizer acknowledges that Christian Zionism has its roots far earlier than the nineteenth century when dispensationalism began and that there is a “covenantal” form of Christian Zionism besides a dispensationalist form. But when he describes “the distinctive theology of Christian Zionism,” four of the seven theological tenets are taken from what he says is dispensationalist, not covenantal, Zionism: that “Israel is elevated to a status above the church,”2 that Eretz Israel extends all the way from the Nile to the Euphrates, that “the temple must be rebuilt and sacrifices re-instituted in order that it can be desecrated by the Antichrist before Jesus returns” and that the battle of Armageddon will lead to the death of two-thirds of the Jewish people.3


While Timothy P. Weber does not claim that all of Christian Zionism derives from dispensationalism, his book on evangelicals and Israel is devoted exclusively to the history and beliefs of dispensationalism. One gets the impression from his book that dispensationalism and Christian Zionism are two terms for the same phenomenon.4 Shalom Goldman has traced the story of Christian Zionists in the last two centuries, ranging from Theodor Herzl’s evangelical friends to Catholic thinkers and recent popes and then to recent evangelicals such as John Hagee and Jerry Falwell—both dispensationalists.5 In his study of historic relationships between evangelicals and Jews, Yaakov Ariel focuses most particularly on dispensationalists.6


Robert O. Smith’s recent work on the “roots of Christian Zionism” helpfully shows that those roots are not primarily in dispensationalism. He points instead to Reformation and Puritan roots and argues that “popular American Christian support for the State of Israel is not grounded in popular adherence to dispensational doctrine.” Yet he also maintains that “Christian Zionism is an imperial theology” that is dedicated to “American military and economic superiority” in order to “construct Jews for explicitly Christian purposes.” These observations come from his discussion of dispensationalism.7


Only Donald Lewis has been able to break this near obsession with dispensationalism in his new study of Lord Shaftesbury, the nineteenth-century British Christian Zionist whose interest in Israel was indispensable to the movement that led eventually to the Balfour Declaration. Shaftesbury was influenced by historicist premillennialism, not the futurist premillennialism of dispensationalism.8









ZION IN THE TORAH



Not even the most virulent anti-Zionists deny that Zionism is in what Christians call the Old Testament. They acknowledge that the people of Israel are front and center in most of what Jews call the Tanak and that there is a great deal of concern for the land in these forty-odd books (thirty-nine for Protestants, forty-six for Catholics). But few realize how central the land is to these Scriptures. As Gerhard von Rad put it, “Of all the promises made to the patriarchs it was that of the land that was the most prominent and decisive.”9


By one scholar’s count, land is the fourth most frequent noun or substantive in the Tanak. He notes that it is more dominant statistically than the idea of covenant.10 By my counting, more than one thousand times in the Tanak the land (eretz) of Israel is either stated or implied. Of the 250 times that covenant (b’rît) is mentioned, in 70 percent of those instances (177 times) covenant is either directly or indirectly connected to the land of Israel. Of the 74 times that b’rît appears in the Torah, 73 percent of those times (54) include the gift of the land, either explicitly or implicitly. In other words, when the biblical God calls out a people for himself, he does so in an earthly way, by making the gift of a particular land an integral aspect of that calling. See tables 2.1 and 2.2 for enumeration.






Table 2.1 Occurrences of covenant and land in the Torah and Ketuvim*
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*Table compiled by Benjamin Cowgill.












Table 2.2 Occurrences of covenant and land in the Prophets*
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*Table compiled by Benjamin Cowgill.








According to the Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, “Next to God himself, the longing for land dominates all others [in the Old Testament].” Land is presented by the Torah as a place of spiritual testing; its pollution by sin and Israel’s consequent exiles are portrayed as analogous to humanity’s fall from grace in Eden and consequent expulsion. Adam, formed from land, failed to protect it and therefore allowed the serpent (evil) access to it. Land also represents the human condition: “Good in principle, land is cursed as a result of humanity’s sin, and people are alienated from it as well as being joined to it.”11


It is this note of possible alienation that is often missed in both scholarly and nonscholarly treatments of biblical Zionism. From the very beginning of the compilation of the Torah it was recognized that the covenantal promise of the land did not guarantee possession of the land. The Torah itself specifies that possession of the land depends on moral and religious conditions. As Jack Schechter has shown in his study of Deuteronomy—which was probably written as Jews were re-possessing the land after exile from the land—continued possession of the land was dependent on Israel’s faithfulness to the covenant: the Lord “gives you all the land which he promised to give to your fathers—provided you are careful to keep all this commandment” (Deut 19:8-9 [added emphasis in Schechter’s translation]).12


One line of conditions was the repeated commandment of the covenant to “love the alien as yourself.” The Israelites were not to “oppress the alien,” who “shall be to you as the citizen among you . . . for you were aliens in Egypt” (Lev 19:33-34).13 Moses commanded that tithes be collected from Israelites to help poor aliens (Deut 14:28-29; 26:12); wages were not to be withheld from aliens (Deut 24:14); aliens were to use the same system of justice that was provided to Israelites (Deut 1:16; 24:17; 27:19).


This was remarkably demonstrated by biblical patriarchs and kings. For example, the Canaanites were not displaced when God promised the land to Abraham and his descendants. Instead, Abraham and the Canaanites became neighbors and trading partners. Abraham refused to accept parcels of that land as gifts from the natives but insisted on paying (Gen 23).14


Joshua included aliens in public recommittals to the covenant (Josh 8:33-35)15 and kept his agreement with non-Israelites, even when that agreement had been made under false pretenses (Josh 9). Then he went so far as to risk the lives of his men to protect those non-Israelites in battle (Josh 10:6-8).16


So the Torah never guaranteed eternal possession of the land. It made possession conditional on faithfulness to God and justice to residents in the land.


The prophets, who wrote mostly from exile, prophesied that one day Jews from all over the world would return to the land. Isaiah, for example, predicted in the early seventh century BC that in some future day God




   will assemble the outcasts of Israel,


and gather the dispersed of Judah


   from the four corners of the earth. (Is 11:12)





Roughly one century later Jeremiah wrote that “the days are coming” when it shall be said that the Lord “brought [the people of Israel] out of all the countries where he had driven them . . . back to their own land that [he] gave to their fathers . . . There they shall dwell in their own land” (Jer 16:14-15; 23:8). In the late sixth century BC Zechariah delivered God’s promise that




Though I scattered them among the nations,


   yet in far countries they shall remember me,


   and with their children they shall live and return. (Zech 10:9 RSV)





Similar promises are made throughout the prophets and over the course of different periods in Israel’s later history—after the first exile to Assyria, during and after the second exile to Babylon and after the return of the exiles under Ezra and Nehemiah.









ZIONISM IN THE NEW TESTAMENT



Some scholars have suggested that these prophecies of return were fulfilled when some of the Babylonian exiles returned to rebuild Jerusalem toward the end of the sixth century BC. But Jesus and the apostles give evidence that they were still expecting a future return. When Jesus quotes Isaiah’s prediction that the temple would become “a house of prayer for all the nations” (Mk 11:17; Is 56:7), he seems to concur, as Richard Hays suggests, with Isaiah’s vision of “an eschatologically restored Jerusalem” where foreigners would come to God’s holy mountain to join the “outcasts of Israel” whom God has “gathered” (Is 56:7-8).17 Hays adds that John’s figural reading of Jesus’ body as the new temple (Jn 2:21) “should be read neither as flatly supersessionist nor as hostile to continuity with Israel.”18 It does not deny the literal sense of Israel’s Scriptures—that the temple was God’s house—“but completes it by linking it typologically with the narrative of Jesus and disclosing a deeper prefigurative truth within the literal historical sense.”19 That the apostles saw the temple as both God’s continuing house and also a figure for Jesus’ body is shown by their participation in temple liturgies even after the temple’s leaders had helped put their Messiah to death (Acts 2:46).


There is more evidence that Jesus looked to a future return of Jews and a restored Jerusalem. In Matthew 24 he says that when the Son of Man returns, “all the tribes of the earth will mourn” (Mt 24:30), quoting Zechariah’s prophecy about the inhabitants of Jerusalem mourning when “the LORD will give salvation to the tents of Judah” (Zech 12:7, 10 ESV). Then in Matthew 19 Jesus tells his disciples that “in the new world, when the Son of Man will sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Mt 19:28 ESV). James Sanders has observed that these repeated references to the twelve tribes imply restoration of Israel, particularly in Jerusalem.20 Luke records Anna speaking of the baby Jesus “to all who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem” (Lk 2:38 ESV), and Jesus’ expectation that when he returns Israel will welcome him: “You will not see me until the time comes when you say, ‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord’” (Lk 13:34-35; Mt 23:37-39). Luke suggests that the return will be in Jerusalem (Lk 21:24-28). And when his disciples asked Jesus just before his ascension, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6), Jesus did not challenge their assumption that one day the kingdom would be restored to physical Israel. He simply said the Father had set the date, and they did not need to know it yet. It was these sorts of indications in the Gospels and Acts that caused Markus Bockmuehl to write that “the early Jesus movement evidently continued to focus upon the restoration of Israel’s twelve tribes in a new messianic kingdom.”21


Paul, Peter and the writer of the book of Revelation had similar expectations. Paul uses Isaiah’s prophecy of restoration in Isaiah 59 to declare that “the deliverer will come from Zion; he will banish ungodliness from Jacob” (Rom 11:26). In Acts 3 Peter looks forward to “the times of restoration of all things which God spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from ancient time” (Acts 3:21).22 The word Peter uses for “restoration” is the same word (apokatastasis) used in the Septuagint (which the early church used as its Bible) for God’s future return of Jews from all over the world to Israel.23 In Revelation the Lamb draws his followers to Zion in the final stage of history (Rev 14:1), and the new earth is centered in Jerusalem, which has twelve gates named after “the twelve tribes of the sons of Israel” (Rev 21:2, 12).


We will hear far more about these signs of Zion in the New Testament from the later chapters. Now let us move on to indications that early Christianity continued to expect a future for Israel as a people and land.









ZIONISM IN EARLY AND MEDIEVAL CHRISTIANITY



Justin Martyr (100–165), one of the best-known second-century Christian writers, expected that the millennium would be centered in Jerusalem. Although he was one of the first replacement theologians, his vision of the church’s future included a particular city in the particular land of Israel.




But I and others, who are right-minded Christians on all points, are assured that there will be a resurrection of the dead, and a thousand years in Jerusalem, which will then be built, adorned and enlarged, [as] the prophets Ezekiel and Isaiah and others declare . . . [such as] John, one of the apostles of Christ, who prophesied, by a revelation that was made to him, that those who believed in our Christ would dwell a thousand years in Jerusalem.24





Irenaeus (d. ca. 202) was similar. Like Justin, he believed “the church is the [true] seed of Abraham,” and those who will return “from all the nations” will be Christians rather than Jews.25 But he also believed there will be a future for Jerusalem in the end days. It will be “rebuilt after the pattern of the Jerusalem above,” but not in allegorical fashion. Those who “allegorize [prophecies] of this kind . . . shall not be found consistent with themselves,” for the new earth “cannot be understood in reference to super-celestial matters.”26


Tertullian (160–ca. 225) also saw a future for the people and land of Israel. Although he decried “Jews” for their ignorance in putting Jesus to death, and thought that God punished them by tearing “from [their] throat[s] . . . the very land of promise,” he believed that they would one day be returned to their land.




It will be fitting for the Christian to rejoice, and not to grieve, at the restoration of Israel, if it be true, (as it is), that the whole of our hope is intimately united with the remaining expectation of Israel.27





A bit later in the third century, the Egyptian bishop Nepos, who “was a respected and admired Christian leader,” foresaw a restoration of Jerusalem and rebuilding of the temple. Millennial teaching was prevalent in that area of third-century Egypt and had been so for a long time, along with, presumably, faith in a restored Israel.28


But this early church Zionism came screeching to a halt with Origen (184–254). He possessed a brilliant mind and was called by Jerome the greatest teacher of the church after the apostles. However, when it came to the Jewish Messiah and the promise of the land, Origen regarded their relationship as a zero-sum game. Either one or the other could be fulfilled, not both. As Robert Wilken puts it, “If Jesus of Nazareth was the Messiah, the prophecies about the messianic age had already been fulfilled, and it was the task of biblical interpreters to discover what the spiritual promises meant in light of this new ‘fact.’ For Origen the essential feature of the holy land was not its location but its quality and character.” In Origen’s words,




Therefore the prophecies relating to Judaea and Jerusalem, and to Israel, Judah and Jacob indicate to us, because we do not interpret them in a fleshly sense, various divine mysteries.29





Therefore prophecies about the land of Israel and the future of the Jewish people on the land would be “emptied of their spiritual content” if they were permitted to refer in any literal sense to Jerusalem or the land. So Jerusalem “does not designate a future political center but a spiritual vision of heavenly bliss.” When the psalmist says “the meek shall possess the land,” he means the “pure land in the pure heaven,” not somewhere on planet earth.30


Augustine was willing to call soil taken from Israel “holy land,”31 but he spiritualized the promises of land in a way similar to Origen. Once Augustine’s amillennial eschatology became accepted in the medieval church, with its assertion that the millennium is simply the rule of Christ through the existing church, few medieval thinkers saw a future for the people or land of Israel. All Old Testament prophecies of future Israel were interpreted to be predictions of the Christian church that came after the resurrection of Christ.


There were exceptions, however. Hildegard of Bingen forecast a period of peace and the conversion of the Jews before the return of Christ.32 Joachim of Fiore (ca. 1135–1202) and many later theologians influenced by him predicted the mass conversion of Jews in a future age of the Spirit. In this way Jews regained theological importance as a distinct people with a future, even if it would lead to assimilation into Christendom.33 Gerard of Borgo San Donnino (ca. 1255) said that some Jews would be blessed as Jews in the end time, and they would return to their homeland.34 John of Rupescissa (ca. 1310–1366) said Jews would be converted and Jerusalem would be rebuilt to become the center of a renewed and purified faith.35


It was not until the Reformation and later, however, that renewed vision for a future Israel gained momentum. Calvin’s amillennialism and replacement theology prevented him from imagining such a thing. Something similar is routinely said of Luther, and for good reason. Yet there is the curious remark by the great Reformation scholar Heiko Oberman that Luther once quipped that if the Jews were to reestablish themselves in the Holy Land, he would be the first to go there and have himself circumcised!36 Even if this was a sarcastic counterfactual,37 it suggests that the return of Jews to their ancient land would have had theological significance to the great Reformer.









SIXTEENTH-CENTURY GROUNDWORK



The stimulus for a new kind of Zionism came from Britain, and as early as the sixteenth century. In part this was because of its cultural memory. By the sixteenth century the Bible had already become “the national epic of Britain,” as Julian Huxley put it.38 The earliest surviving essay from England’s history is the Epistle of Gildas, which dates from AD 550. After every battle is an Old Testament analogy, and on every page are quotes from the Pentateuch, Prophets or Psalms. The Venerable Bede, author of the eighth-century Ecclesiastical History of the English People, linked the earliest Britons to the Cymbri of Scythia (near the Black Sea), believed to be descended from Noah’s sons. Later English medieval tradition held that Joseph of Arimathea, an Israelite, was the founder of Christianity in England.39


Another reason for England’s eschatological singularity was that “England enjoyed relative political and religious tranquility in contrast to Europe’s constant wars,” political intrigues, economic distress and growing spiritual despair in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. When the English looked across the Channel at the wars and counterreformations of Europe, it became easy for Englishmen to think they were providentially favored. This was, “to a people steeped in Scripture, analogous to that special place held by the ancient Israelites.” It was also congruent with the prevailing Calvinism, which “suggested the idea of Divine Election as belonging to the privileged and faithful nation.”40 Thus their own sense of election helped English Christians imagine that God had elected Israel to a permanent role in redemptive history.


Three influential English books in the sixteenth century helped focus this cultural memory and sense of privilege in ways that would resemble Zionism. John Bale (1495–1563) was “one of the best-known polemicists in the first generation of English Protestantism.”41 He was a supersessionist but without the anti-Jewish polemics of a Martin Luther. His 1570 edition of The Image of Both Churches includes what was then innovative—hope for the national conversion of Jews to Protestantism and assigning to them a place at the throne of the Lamb at the end of history. This meant they would have a central role in Christian eschatology.42


Bale was building on what had been suggested just ten years before in the Geneva Bible, first published in 1560 and more popular than the King James Bible for generations, especially among Presbyterian Scots and English Puritans. The notes of the Geneva Bible at Romans 11 predict that one day Israel as a people “shall embrace Christ” and then “the worlde shal be restored to a newe life.” When it speaks at Revelation 1:7 of “they whiche pearced him [Christ],” it “deliberately does not single Jews out for condemnation or persecution.” Historian Donald Lewis suggests that it was the Geneva Bible’s vision of Israel’s spiritual “return” or “turning” that prepared its huge readership for the associated idea of a literal return of Jews to their ancestral homeland.43


The third book of sixteenth-century Britain that helped prepare the English mind for Christian Zionism was John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs (1563). After the Bible and John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, it was the most widely read book in English for several centuries.44 Foxe’s book is not without its own denunciations of Jews and Judaism, yet he assures his readers that God’s promises to Jews are “remaining still in their force.” God has decreed that the time of the Gentiles will end, and then “the Jewes also after that fulnes of time shall returne unto the faith.”45 Once again British readers were told that there is a future for the Jewish people that is distinct from that of Gentiles (even if Jews would eventually change their faith!) and that they would play a role in God’s drama at the end.










SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY PURITAN RESTORATIONISM



Beginning in the seventeenth century British thinkers started connecting Jewish conversion to Jewish return to Zion. Most had some connection to the Puritan movement, and some thought Jews would return to Zion without converting to Christianity first. Thomas Draxe (d. 1618), a disciple of the Puritan theologian William Perkins, held a view of Jews that for his day was remarkably generous. Even if Jews’ usury and rejection of Christianity was to be criticized, Gentiles were “in many respects inferior unto them” because they were still “God’s chosen nation.” Christians “must therefore acknowledge our selves debters unto the Iewes.”46 Draxe believed that Jesus would not come again until “the dispersed Jewes generally converted to Christianitie,” but that in the meantime they “would be temporally restored into their owne Country, [would] rebuild Jerusalem, and have a most reformed, and flourishing, Church and Commonwealth.” Their attempts to return will cause “the great Turke, the King of the North,” to try to exterminate them, but “Michaell the great Prince” will defend them. Then they will reach their ancient homeland, become “an Exemplary Church of all the world, and all Nations shall flow unto it, and it shall bee, as it were, a visible heaven upon earth.”47


Thomas Brightman (1562–1607) laid the foundation for much future thought about eschatology and Israel, particularly by Puritans. In his commentary on the book of Revelation, published posthumously in 1611, Brightman said that Jews were the “kings of the east” (Rev 16:12) who would destroy Islam. He was certain they would be restored to the land of Zion: “Shal they returne agayn to Jerusalem? There is nothing more sure: the Prophets plainly confirme it, and beat often upon it.” Brightman rebuked Gentile hatred for Jews and “laid out a political program by which well-meaning Gentiles will seek to advance Jewish interests.”48


We don’t know if Patrick Forbes of Corse (1564–1635), the later bishop of Aberdeen was influenced by Brightman, but in his own commentary on Revelation just two years after Brightman’s appeared (1613), Forbes predicted the future mass conversion of the Jews and said his “heart inclineth to thinke” they would also one day “inhabite againe their owne Land” so that they could “brooke a state in the [eyes] of the world.”49 In another two years (1615) Thomas Cooper reasoned in print that the Jews would experience a “Finall Conuersion” and that turning would take place “at Ierusalem, the old place of their worship.” Why? It would demonstrate God’s redemptive purposes, not only spiritually but materially.50


Toward the beginning of the next decade Henry Finch (ca. 1558–1625) expanded the British imagination on Zion. Finch was a legal scholar, a member of Parliament and a strong advocate of Puritan causes. In The Worlds Great Restauration, or, The Calling of the Iewes (1621), Finch asserted that after the Jews defeated Gog and Magog (the forces of Islam), they would “sit as a Lady in the mount of comelenesse, that hill of beautie, the true Tsion.” Then the Gentiles would be their servants, and their land would become more fertile and populous than ever before. Making explicit what Brightman and others had assumed, Finch argued against the supersessionist assumption that all references to Israel and Zion in the Bible could be interpreted as references to the Gentile church:




Where Israel, Iudah, Tsion, Ierusalem, &c. are named in this argument, the Holy Ghost meaneth not the spirituall Israel, or Church of God collected of the Gentiles, no nor of the Iewes and Gentiles both (for each of these have their promises severally and apart) but Israel properly descended out of Iacobs loynes.51





The widely respected biblical scholar at Cambridge Joseph Mede (1586–1638) was another Puritan sympathizer who advanced these same Zionist themes of the Jews being restored to the land of Israel after the destruction of the Turkish Empire. One of Mede’s students was John Milton, who in Paradise Regained wrote in 1670 of the return of the people of Israel to their ancient land:




Yet He at length, time to himself best known,


Remembering Abraham, by some wondrous call


May bring them back, repentant and sincere,


And at their passing cleave the Assyrian flood,


While to their native land with joy they haste,


As the Red Sea and Jordan once he cleft,


When to the Promised Land their fathers passed.


To his due time and providence I leave them.52





Between Mede and Milton was John Cotton, the Puritan who helped shepherd the adventurous souls of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Cotton’s 1642 commentary on Canticles (Song of Solomon) followed Brightman’s suggestion that the armies of the Jews “shall bee terrible to the Turkes and Tartars,” but goes further by urging Gentiles to prove their faithfulness by actively helping Jews return to Palestine. They should be willing “to convey the Jewes into their owne Countrie, with Charets, and horses, and dromedaries.”53


Another Puritan development of Christian Zionism came in Increase Mather’s The Mystery of Israel’s Salvation (1669), which was “the most comprehensive work on the restoration of Israel published” in this period. Writing from Boston in the Bay Colony, Mather wrote that the future conversion of “the Jewish Nation” was “a truth of late [that] hath gained ground much throughout the world.” This widespread acceptance was a sign that the times of the end were near, a time when “the Israelites shall again possesse . . . the Land promised unto their Father Abraham.”54


One of Mather’s innovations was to charge that the Jews would regain their ancient land before they would convert. It would be only “after the Israelites shall be returned to their own Land again” that the Holy Spirit would be poured out on them. Mather also warned against a supersessionist spiritualization of promises made to Israel: “Why should we unnecessarily refuse literal interpretations?” Like Finch, Mather insisted that promises about earthly inheritance should not be spiritualized away.55









EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY ZIONIST POSTMILLENNIALISTS



At the turn of the eighteenth century the Dutch Reformed theologian Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635–1711) published a four-volume systematic theology that decisively broke with Calvin’s supersessionism and presented a Christian Zionism that was more nuanced than we have seen heretofore. Brakel insisted that the church was not a New Israel and that Paul’s reference to “all Israel” in Romans 11:26 had in mind Jewish Israel as a people with a distinct future.56 Brakel declared emphatically that Jews would return to the land.




Will the Jewish nation be gathered together again from all the regions of the world and from all the nations of the earth among which they have been dispersed? Will they come to and dwell in Canaan and all the lands promised to Abraham, and will Jerusalem be rebuilt? We believe that these events will transpire.57





But while Brakel followed the Puritans in holding to a return to the land and establishment of a polity there, he disagreed that the temple would be rebuilt and declared that Israel would not have “dominion over the entire world.” Instead, it would be “an independent republic,” only a segment of the glorious state of the church during the millennium. He warned Gentiles not to “despise the Jewish nation,” for “they have received more than enough contempt from the unconverted.” And Christians have provided a poor example to them: “The life of so many so-called Christians offends them and keeps them from exercising faith in Christ.” This concern for persecution of Jews did not prevent Brakel, however, from his own dismissive remark that Jewish “religion does not even resemble a religion.”58


Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) agreed with Brakel that Calvin’s supersessionism used a hyperspiritualist hermeneutic that rode roughshod over Scripture’s plain sense. Like Brakel, he felt that the development of rabbinic Judaism had departed from the Old Testament’s soteriological trajectory, but Edwards waxed lyrical over the theological continuity between the Jewish Bible and the New Testament. He did so in the midst of his lifelong battle against deism, which he considered to be the greatest enemy to Christian orthodoxy.


For the first time since Marcion (d. ca. 160), in the eighteenth century Jews were regarded as religiously unrelated to Christians. Deists launched the attack, charging that Judaism was essentially pagan, unspiritual, unnecessary to Christianity and in fact the source of all that was wrong with traditional Christianity.59 Edwards argued strenuously against the deist severance of the religious link between Jews and Christians by positing one covenant binding the two religions. The Old Testament and New Testament covenants, he asserted, are different but integrally related modes of a single plan of redemption. The Old Testament covenant was the “cortex” or “shell” that “envelops” the “medulla” of the gospel or covenant of grace.


For Edwards, the two covenants were two phases or ways of performing the same one covenant. As Edwards put it early in his career, “The gospel was preached to the Jews under a veil.”60 The process of conversion was the same for Jews in the Old Testament as for Christians in the New. They were “convinced so much of their wickedness that they trusted to nothing but the mere mercy of God.” This included the antediluvians, and indeed all those who lived since “the beginning of the world.” Even the rate of conversion was the same. There were wicked and godly then, and conversions were just as frequent then as in Edwards’s day. Christ saved the Old Testament saints just like their cohorts in the New, and they believed in Christ, but under the name of the “angel of the Lord” or “messenger of the covenant.” In fact, Christ appeared to Old Testament Jews; Moses saw his back parts on Mount Sinai, and he appeared in human form to the seventy elders as well as to Joshua, Gideon and Manoah. For that matter, every time God was said to have manifested himself to humans in a voice or otherwise tangible form, it was always through the second person of the Trinity.61


Though the two covenants had two federal heads, Adam and Christ, and one was a “dead” way but the other “living.” “In strictness of speech” they were not two but one. For they shared the same mediator, the same salvation (which means the same calling, justification, adoption, sanctification and glory) and the same medium of salvation: the incarnation, suffering, righteousness and intercession of Christ. The Holy Spirit was the same person applying Christ’s redemption in both dispensations, and the method of obtaining salvation was the same—faith and repentance. The external means (the word of God and ordinances such as prayer and praise, sabbath and sacraments) were not different. Nor were the benefits (God’s Spirit by God’s mere mercy and by a divine person—the angel of the Lord or Mediator) and future blessings. For both the condition was faith in the Son of God as Mediator, expressed with the same spirit of repentance and humility. This is why all parts of the Old Testament point to the future coming of Christ. In sum, the religion of the church of Israel is “essentially the same religion with that of the Christian church.”62


Edwards also determined that the Jews would return to their homeland. This would happen, he reasoned, because the prophecies of land being given to them had been only partially fulfilled. In the mid-eighteenth century the majority of Jews were still living in the diaspora. It was also necessary for God to make them a “visible monument” of his grace and power at their return and then conversion. Canaan once again would be a spiritual center of the world. Although Israel would again be a distinct nation, Christians would have free access to Jerusalem because Jews would look on Christians as their brethren.63


According to Arthur Hertzberg, this American linkage of Jewish conversion to the millennium was why “American intellectual anti-Semitism never became as virulent as its counterparts in Europe.”64 Christians in Europe believed the end time was in the indefinite future. But in America the end seemed near because of the influence of Puritan theology and its foregrounding of Israel, and according to these Puritans the end would not come without major changes in the fortunes of the Jews. So in the colonies, the Jewish question moved “to center stage.”65


So Edwards declined the invitation of the intellectual elites to minimize Christianity’s debt to Judaism. If Christianity was the logical end of Judaism, its meaning could be found only through Judaism. The antitype was to be fully understood only by reference to its types. Hence, tension in the Jewish-Christian relationship was a family quarrel. Edwards may have exercised a certain hubris by claiming that his Jewish brethren were less favored by their common Father, and indeed had been disowned. But he believed they would someday be reconciled to their divine Parent, regain their ancient homeland, establish a polity there and regain their status as children in full favor.


After Edwards, Anglo-American theologians continued their fascination with eschatology and what they took to be the promise of Jewish return to the land. Even Sir Isaac Newton was persuaded: In his Observations upon the Prophecies of Daniel and the Revelation of St. John (1733) he wrote about the duty of Jews to return and rebuild Jerusalem.66 The Anglican bishop Thomas Newton wrote a three-volume Dissertations on the Prophecies (1754–1758) that went through nine editions in forty years in which he twice discussed the restoration of Jews to the land. Postmillennialist Thomas Scott’s Commentary on the Bible, which appeared between 1788 and 1792, did more than anything else to make belief in Jewish restoration to the land a staple of British evangelicalism in the nineteenth century. But just as Scott’s commentary was being released, Cambridge University sponsored an essay contest on the subject: “The grounds contained in Scripture for expecting a future restoration of the Jews.”67


In that same decade a Baptist minister, James Bicheno, published in London what was to be an influential and systematic treatment of prophetic themes, The Signs of the Times. Bicheno there argued that the restoration of Jews to Palestine must be imminent. For had not the Jews been given the “promised land” as their possession forever? Had not they received the Law, the revelation of God? And had not Paul insisted that in the end “all Israel will be saved” (Rom 11:26)? Bicheno was the first to assert that it was in Britain’s interest to use its foreign policy to promote the restoration of Israel as a means of ushering in the millennium.68










POSTMILLENNIALIST CHRISTIAN ZIONISM IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY



Bicheno was a postmillennialist, as Edwards had been. His work inspired a raft of postmillennial English thinkers after the turn of the nineteenth century, well before the rise of premillennialism there in the 1820s and 1830s. Other English leaders such as Charles Simeon and William Wilberforce were also inspired by biblical prophecy to promote missions to Jews, but they were influenced more by Calvinist theology with its emphasis on God’s election of a chosen people and by the philosemitism of Lutheran Pietists in German-speaking lands. All of these saw the significance of Jews to eschatology, but without concern for or belief in premillennialism. In his Origins of Christian Zionism, Donald Lewis explains that it was a return to a closer and more literal reading of the Bible after the Reformation that gave all these Protestants a new interest in eschatology and the role of the Jews within it. And in England especially, it was a shared Calvinism “that resonated with the idea of the divine ‘election’ of the Jews,” not premillennialism or postmillennialism, that fired the imagination of the hordes of prophetically minded English Protestants in the nineteenth century.69 Evangelicals in nineteenth-century England saw philosemitism as their distinctive calling card, distinguishing them from Catholics, who they claimed had persecuted Jews in the long history of Christianity, and from the Anglo-Catholicism of the Tractarian movement started by John Henry Newman. Both Catholics and Tractarians were asserting that they had the best historical claims to Christian faith; evangelicals used their philosemitism to proclaim that their claims were even more ancient—going back to biblical Israel itself.70


The most famous and powerful English philosemite in the nineteenth century was Lord Ashley, the seventh earl of Shaftesbury (1801–1885), ennobled in 1851. He “became the leading proponent of Christian Zionism in the nineteenth century and was the first politician of stature to prepare the way for Jews to establish a homeland in Palestine.”71 His advocacy for a Jewish homeland was critical to the intellectual development behind the Balfour Declaration (1917).


What in particular inspired Shaftesbury? Lewis points to a number of influences: (1) Shaftesbury was a social reformer interested in the underdog, and he saw Jews as victims of historic Christian persecution. He shared a general British alarm at the persecution of Jews in the Damascus Blood Libel of 1840 and the mistreatment of Jews on the island of Rhodes as part of a general pattern in the declining Ottoman Empire.72


(2) He became an evangelical in the 1820s and most likely was influenced by Scott’s postmillennialist Bible Commentary, which popularized the idea of a Jewish return to the land.73


(3) He was ashamed that England was the first Western nation to banish Jews, setting a terrible example to be repeated by France and Spain. Now England had the opportunity to be the first Gentile nation to cease to “tread down Jerusalem.” This would lead not only to creating Jewish allies to the empire all over the world, but it would also bring down the blessing of God on the empire.74 Shaftesbury was convinced by Henry Hart Milman’s History of the Jews (1829) that Jews are at the center of the story of the rise and fall of European nations:
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