Christian Delegitimization of Israel

BOYCOTTS DIVESTMENTY SANCTIONS

* The BDS (boycott, divestment and sanctions) campaigns in Christian Churches are an increasing
phenomenon, which advances the anti-Israel agenda both theologically and politically.

¢ Christian anti-Judaism has been actively promoted by the Churches for centuries, portraying
Jews as a perfidious, disloyal and mean-spirited people, and Judaism as sterile and legalistic.
Christian Churches have created an anti-Semitic imagery including blood-libel, the false
accusation of Jews killing children for their blood, deicide, the belief that Jews killed Jesus, and
the perversion of Scriptures, the belief that Jews pervert the Bible by refusing the New
Testament.

* After the Holocaust, the Catholic and Protestant Churches have promoted Jewish-Christian
dialogue, for developing mutual trust and respect, reconsidering Jewish roots of Christianity.
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* From a conception of eternal condemnation of Jews and replacement of Judaism with
Christianity for Jews’ supposed refusal of Jesus, Christian theologies have revised their approach
to Judaism restoring its validity.
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* Peace in Bethlehem, in the World
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The establishment of the State of Israel, as a Jewish State, has posed several theological
questions for Christians. Several Protestant Churches have revised traditional Christian approach
to Judaism for developing a form of Christian Zionism which recognizes Jewish nationhood and
Jewish sovereignty over Israel. The Catholic Church has increasingly accepted Jewish
nationhood, and unequivocally recognized Jewish statehood with the Pope Francis’ visit to Israel
in May 2014.

Palestinian Christian Theology
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In 1985, the Palestinian Episcopalian theologian Naim Ateek published “Justice and only Justice”
a theological treaty building on replacement and liberation theologies for portraying Israelis as
violent occupiers, who oppress the “crucified” Palestinians. Palestinian Liberation Theology has
then developed as a form of Christian-backed anti-Zionism and is promoted by numerous
theological centers, including Sabeel, Tantur, Al-Liga Center and the Holy Land Trust.

Naim Ateek
In 2009, several Palestinian Theological Centers and Churches representatives signed the
Christian inter-denominational theological-political document “Kairos Palestine”. Kairos builds



upon the South African anti-racist document adopted by Christian Churches against the
apartheid regime, and calls for an end to occupation, praises the liberation struggles, and
endorses the BDS campaigns.

Christian Churches anti-Israeli agenda

¢ Several Churches and Christian NGOs in America and Europe have endorsed the Kairos
document, supporting the anti-Israel agenda and promoting BDS campaigns. Among these: the
Presbyterian Church of America, the United Methodist Church in the US, the Church of England,
several Scandinavian Churches and Christian NGOs, including Catholic organizations Pax Christi,
Caritas, Trocaire as well as Protestant organizations such as the Dutch ICCO, Swedish Diakonia
and Danish DanChurchAid.

* The theological anti-Israeli agenda consists of meetings, conferences and events, in which anti-
Israel imagery is promoted often through the use of Christian iconography exploited for voicing
Palestinian suffering. The most important of these is the annual conference “Jesus at the
Checkpoint”. The liturgy of Easter is also re-written, revising the Way of the Cross, celebrating
Jesus’ path from his condemnation to his death, in such a way to substitute Jesus with the
Palestinian people condemned to sufferance by the establishment of Israel in 1948 and suffering
until today.



The social anti-Israeli agenda consists of exploiting human rights, humanitarian and
development projects in order to demonize Israel as the main cause of Palestinian suffering and
to portray Christian involvement in the conflict as a nonviolent contribution opposing Zionist
violence and occupation of Palestinian land.



Interview with Yitzhak Santis

Chief Programme Officer, NGO Monitor

Several Christian organisations and churches actively promote BDS campaigns
against Israel, what are their theological and political explanations?

The BDS strategy is to capture the churches and there are a number of reasons motivating Christians
NGOs to pursue BDS. First of all there are activists in various churches who have taken on the Palestinian
cause, and they are receiving information from a network of NGOs that are deliberately targeting the
churches because they are a moral voice in the world. Therefore, when you have a minister, pastor or
priest, who is renowned (such as Desmond Tutu) picking up the Palestinian cause and promoting it, this
has a moral weight which is bigger than Palestinian Muslims’ advocacy.

Who are the advocates of BDS campaigns?

From the inside, there are activists in the churches who wish to support the Palestinian cause and what
we found in our research at NGO Monitor is that their level of hostility is extremely high. In reform
Protestantism specifically, the idea of the “prophetic voice” of the church plays a central role and is a
very profound theology, and that is why these churches take position on a wide range of issues, from
poverty, gay rights, anti-war, anti-globalisation and women’s rights. In order to support their positions,
they refer to the Scriptures, Old and New Testaments, from prophets of Israel and Jesus in particular,
and their message of peace, love and justice.

| believe that in most cases, most Christians want to do the right thing and are not motivated by hatred.
But there are small groups of activists who are politically active and who are driving the anti-Israeli
agenda, and this is what we have seen in various churches.

What is the theological rationalisation of BDS?

Liberation theology is the main theological basis. It started in the Catholic Church, but the Polish Pope
was opposed to it, since he considered the Marxist message that it conveyed at odds with Catholic
teaching. Liberation theology migrated subsequently to liberal Protestant Churches where it found
fertile ground.

Liberation theology analogises oppressor and the oppressed: oppressor is the Roman and the oppressed
is Jesus in the cross; in the case of the Arab-Israeli conflict, this analogy is used to portray Israel as the



oppressor and the Palestinian people as the crucified Jesus. From this image of Israel as the crucifier, a
series of problems stem in terms of Jewish-Christian relations, given the historic teachings of the Church
whereby the Jews are accused of being Christ-killers. This imagery has been brought into the Palestinian-
Israeli dispute, with the risk of reformulating the anti-Semitic accusation of deicide.

How do they relate then to Judaism and Zionism, which is in itself a liberation
movement?

The other problem is that liberation theologians tend to idealise Jewish exile. This echoes traditional
Christian teaching that the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and Jewish dispersion are a divine
punishment for Jewish rejection of Jesus. For some Christian theologians the founding of the State of
Israel upset this divinely ordered universe: Jews were supposedly exiled for rejecting Jesus, but now
Christians have to come to terms with a Jewish state. The image of the “Wandering Jew” is an anti-
Semitic image created by the Church to explain the humiliating condition of the Jews. But, now Jews
have a powerful state in the Holy Land. Therefore, either Christians have to revise theology, as many
indeed have, or they have to find a theological reason why Israel came into existence. Delegitimising its
foundations serves that purpose. Therefore, many liberation theologians define Zionism as a rebellion
against God, and idealise Jewish exilic condition. The late Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder

explained Jewish sufferance in the diaspora is an ideal to be commended, arguing that

More often emigrating, frequently suffering martyrdom nonviolently,
[Jews] were able to maintain identity without turf or sword, community
without sovereignty. They thereby demonstrated pragmatically the
viability of the ethic of Jeremiah and Jesus. In sum: the Jews of the
Diaspora were for over a millennium the closest thing to the ethic of
Jesus existing on any significant scale anywhere in Christendom”.

(A. E. Weaver, “On Exile: Yoder, Said, and a Politics of Land and Return,”
in “The New Yoder,” edited by Peter Dula and Chris K. Huebner, Wipf
and Stock Publishers, 2010, pages 149-150)

Yoder compares Judaism in contrast with Christianity, which became an empire corrupted by power
when the pagan Emperor Constantine made Christianity the Empire’s state religion. Jews, being
powerless, lived according to Yoder in an ideal state. Yoder concludes stating that

To be born in the state of Israel makes one less of a Jew, in the deep
historical sense of the term, than to be born in a ghetto.
The Jews ideal situation is the ghetto because there Jews are powerless. This stems from the Christian

ideal that powerlessness allows you to stand aside from authority allows you to criticise power, by
freeing yourself of the moral dilemmas of exercising power. This position completely ignores the actual
condition of Jews in exile, which in reality meant marginalization, poverty, massacres, forced
conversions, expulsions, and most recently genocide. In the Jewish perspective, after the Holocaust in
particular, it is immoral to be powerless and living exposed to such persecution, whereas it is more
moral to gain power to protect yourself. This is what Zionism offers.



Liberation theology also speaks of Africans, for instance. Are there any similar
stances?

Jews are the only people in the world who are subject to this analysis. Let me rephrase what Yoder said
in this way: “To be born in an independent African State makes one less of an African in the deepest
historical sense of the term, than to be born on a plantation”. Anyone making such a statement would
rightly be called a racist, a white supremacist. But a Christian who makes the same statement about the
Jews apparently is given a pass, even praised by “progressives.” In terms of historic power dynamics,
Christians are to Jews what Europeans are to the Africans.

Who are the Christian actors promoting BDS? The most recent case regards
the US Presbyterian Church, which endorsed BDS, however it seems to cut
across all Christian denominations.

In US, there is the Presbyterian Church but also in the United Methodist Church there are activists
pushing this agenda intensely. These activists are often in the bureaucracy of churches, which have
central offices and functionaries in various positions; these activists are often out of touch with the
average member of their denominations. As usual, a small group of activists can do a lot of damage;
they can make things happen, while the silent majority goes along with it, usually out of apathy.

The Quakers through their American Friends Service Committee, and the Mennonites, an offshoot of the
Amish, are very involved in BDS. The Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, which has not yet passed
divestment, has activists as does the Episcopalian Church. The United Church of Canada, the Methodist
Church of Britain, the Church of Scotland are moving in that direction; Protestant Churches in
Scandinavian countries are also moving toward or have already adopted BDS. Finally there are the
Christian Churches aid societies, which are associations allocating funds to humanitarian NGOs, but in
the Middle East allocate funds to pro-BDS NGOs, some of these are: Kerk in Actie (Netherlands),
Diakonia (Sweden), Christian Aid (UK), Trocaire (Ireland), World Vision, Pax Christi (Catholic
organisation) and Papa Giovanni XXIII (Italy).

Why, in your opinion, do Christian churches focus on Israel, while the political
developments of the Middle East and the increasing anti-Christian persecution
should raise other concerns for Christian communities in the world?

| think there are two reasons. First, this is the Holy Land. This is where Christianity began, so Christianity
has a special attachment to this land. Israel is a free country, where churches are able to act without
restriction. Secondly, especially European Christians overemphasising Israel’s action and turning a blind
eye on the horrors committed by Muslims against Christians in the region is a way of alleviating the
Holocaust guilt. But also looking at the role of the churches in European colonialism, one sees that
churches played a protective role for colonialism, even at one point justifying slavery. European
Christians are now projecting onto Zionism and Jews, in a sort of post-colonial guilt. It's a double-
whammy: they want to dispense with both colonial and post-Holocaust guilt, portraying Zionism as a
colonialist and racist enterprise, in a complex mix of theology, post-colonialism and classic anti-
Semitism.



The BDS strategy was elaborated by Palestinian political NGOs and now it has
become a Christian political issue. What are the relations between Western

churches and associations promoting BDS and Palestinian actors?

There are several Christian Palestinian groups promoting the anti-Israel theological agenda, including
the Sabeel Centre, and the Holy Land Trust. Sabeel is the original model, which the others try to
emulate. Naim Ateek, an Anglican priest, created this construct of Palestinian Liberation Theology,
which takes all elements of liberation theology and shining them through a Palestinian lenses. The
result is Christians speaking to other Christians in liberation theology terms, and this mashes very well. It
is no coincidence that this happened. Naim Ateek was aware of the trend in Protestant churches, since
he got his PhD from the Presbyterian Theological Seminar in San Francisco. He was also influenced by
Mark Ellis, a Jewish liberation theologian and a minor voice in the Jewish world, who to the best of my

knowledge influenced Ateek.

After the Holocaust, Jewish-Christian dialogue has developed also in terms of
support for the Jewish State, as Zionist Christians promote. To what extent do
Christian-backed BDS campaigns build upon ancient anti-Judaic and anti-

Semitic tenets?

The most important use of anti-Semitic imagery is portraying the Jews as crucifiers and Christ killers,
which echoes in Palestinian liberation theology. The images of Pontius Pilatus washing his hands, and
the Jews screaming: “crucify him!” are particularly powerful. By emphasising their Christian identity,
Palestinians describe themselves as Jesus, crucified by the Zionists. Ateek pushes this imagery

specifically. He wrote:

“In this season of Lent, it seems to many of us that Jesus is on the cross
again with thousands of crucified Palestinians around him. It only
takes people of insight to see the hundreds of thousands of crosses
throughout the land, Palestinian men, women, and children being
crucified. Palestine has become one huge [G]olgotha. The Israeli
government crucifixion system is operating daily. Palestine has
become the place of the skull.”

Ateek, Naim, “An Easter Message from Sabeel,” available at:
www.sabeel.org/old/reports/easter01.htm.

What is the project “BDS in the Pews” that is managed by NGO Monitor?

A pattern was emerging in our research on NGOs: a huge number of the them were financed through a
mechanism involving churches and Christian aid societies, which have public-private partnership with
governments. These funds are supposedly to be used for humanitarian purposes, but in the Middle East
they go to NGOs involved in the de-legitimisation and BDS campaigns against Israel. “BDS in the Pews”
was set up to study this complex phenomenon. We need to understand the funding mechanisms, yes,
but also the theology behind it. Add to this the well-established Jewish-Christian dialogues in most

Western countries and the desire not to harm those important points of contact.



Our message to the governments is that what they are doing is inappropriate, because the NGOs that
receive public funding are actually fuelling the conflict. Our message to Christians is that if they want to
be peacemakers, true peacemakers, they will not succeed by demonizing one side. They have to be able
to gain the trust of both sides. When it comes to the Israelis, they cannot pretend to gain their trust
when they support BDS campaigns, because by doing so they lose their credibility as peacemakers.

Have you had contacts with the Catholic Church?

We produced a report on Catholic funding and shared it with the Papal Nuncio in Jerusalem, who took
our concerns seriously. This is the beginning of what is likely going to be a long process. We want to
make sure that the Catholic Church understands that these aid societies operating under the Vatican’s
auspices are contradicting Pope Francis’ message to Israelis. When he visited Israel he went to Mount
Herzl and laid a wreath at Herzl’s tomb. Thus he recognised Zionism and the right of the the Jewish
people to sovereign equality. Therefore, these Catholic organisations, such as Caritas, are contradicting
the Pope’s message, by promoting anti-Zionism and one state, meaning disempowering the Jewish
people. In this way they are fomenting tensions, enflaming the conflict and making the attainment of
peace that much more difficult.

Do you have Christian allies and what can Christians do?

We have friends in many churches, who recognise that anti-Israel activities expressed in fiercely anti-
Jewish terms is dangerous to their churches and Christianity. They see that it threatens their churches.
We see that the Presbyterian Church is losing individual churches and losing members. A decade ago the
Presbyterian Church was twice the size it is today. So, it is self-destructive. Also, the anti-Israel positions
taken in the churches is destroying long-held and hard-won inter-faith understanding and revives inter-
faith intolerance. For all these reasons our Christian allies are fighting against the anti-Israel activists in

their churches.



