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We are all acutely aware of the impact of anti-Semitism on our ministries but there is something almost bizarre about the fact that at a conference of this nature we consider “anti-Semitism and anti-Israelism” to be major “issues impacting the story about Jesus”. We don’t have the time to examine in depth how such a state of affairs has come about but those of us engaged in telling Jewish people about Jesus must bear some responsibility for failing to convince the Jewish community that our story is not anti-Semitic and for failing to persuade the Church to be more positive in its attitude to the Jewish people and Israel. 

Nine years ago, when he published Abandoned, Stan Telchin argued that the modern Jewish rejection of Jesus was largely due to historic Christian anti-Semitism. The Jewish collective memory is long. Most Jewish people are aware that Church Fathers such as Origen and John Chrysostom denounced the Jews as Christ-killers and anathematised them as children of the devil. From their earliest years European Jewish children learn of the horrors endured by their forefathers: the massacres perpetrated on Jewish communities by the Crusaders; the anti-Jewish measures introduced by pious Catholic monarchs; the forced conversions of Jews and their expulsion from Christian lands; the Inquisition; the blood libels; the vitriolic diatribes of Luther; the pogroms of Tsarist Russia and, of course, in the mid-twentieth century, the Shoah. All these, plus the teaching that God has rejected the Jews for killing their Messiah and has transferred their election, blessings and privileges to the Church, “impact” our ministry by reinforcing the perception that Christianity is anti-Jewish and that it is therefore an act of treachery for a Jew to confess Jesus as the Messiah. 

Though it is far from the truth to say that all Christians at all times throughout the last two thousand years have been anti-Jewish, nevertheless the legacy of Christian anti-Semitism stands as a powerful psychological and emotional barrier separating the Jewish people from their Messiah. Try telling the story of Jesus to a resident of Golders Green in North West London, which is home to a large segment of London’s Jewish community, and they may well respond that they have “six million reasons” for rejecting Jesus. 

For many Jewish people it is beyond dispute that Christian mission to the Jews is an expression of anti-Semitism. The Canadian anti-missionary Rabbi Immanuel Shochet, for example, insists that mission​aries are worse than the Nazis and that the four Gospels make Mein Kampf seem like “a nice decent nursery rhyme”. The predominant Jewish perception of the New Testament is that it demonises the Jews. Therefore those enlightened Christians who are positive toward the Jewish people and Israel must be so because they have managed to rise above their sacred text either by “re-interpreting” it or by selectively choosing the bits they believe. 

For some Jewish believers the memory of the Church’s treatment of the Jews remains traumatic. CWI is working in conjunction with the Board for Israel of the Netherlands Reformed Congregations to publish a Hebrew edition of The Heidelberg Catechism. One of the catechism’s proofreaders became deeply upset when reading the questions relating to the Roman Catholic Mass and the baptism of children because they stirred up images of the forcible conversion of Jewish children and the subsequent removal of them from their parents. 

Anti-Israelism 
There is little purpose in pressing the point further. We know from experience that anti-Semitism has a negative impact on Jewish mission but what about “anti-Israelism” or “anti-Zionism”? Until the mid nineteen-eighties I knew of no Christians who did not admire the state of Israel and believe that in some sense the Jews were still “the people of God”. Israel’s victories against overwhelming odds in the Six Day War in 1967 and the Yom Kippur War in 1973, and the daring rescue of Jewish hostages from Entebbe airport in 1976 reinforced Christian admiration for the Jewish people and the feeling that God was indeed with them. 

Opinions about Israel began to change in the evangelical community in 1983, following the publication of Colin Chapman’s hugely influential Whose Promised Land? Since then anti-Zionism has percolated down into the various branches and denominations of the Christian Church and has acquired theological respectability. In 2004, following a declaration issued by the World Council of Churches, the 216th General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA) condemned Israel's construction of a security wall across the West Bank, disavowed Christian Zionism as a legitimate theological stance and approved measures opposing “the Israeli occupation of Palestine”, which included selective divestment of holdings in multinational corporations who did business in Israel/Palestine. Within weeks of the PCUSA’s decision, the Anglican Consultative Council in the UK had not only spoken out against what it saw as Israeli oppression of Palestinians but also voted to withdraw investment from companies doing business with Israel, most notably the Caterpillar bulldozer company. 

In October 2006 the Anglican parish of Virginia Water in Surrey, England decided to withdraw £120,000 (more than US$250,000) from the Church of England's Central Board of Finance investment account because the CBF refused to disinvest from companies such as Caterpillar, which were “profiting from Israel's illegal occupation of Palestine”. The Revd Dr Stephen Sizer, insisted, "This is not an attack on Israel or the Jewish people but a non-violent response to an unjust and intolerable situation. Western companies are profiting from the colonisation of Palestine and construction of the illegal Separation Wall . . . How can we profit from policies which we believe to be both threatening the viability of a Palestinian state and also damaging prospects for peace and security for the Israeli people?" 

Stephen Sizer is an ardent and eloquent critic of both Israel and the Christians who support it. When his book Christian Zionism: Road-map to Armageddon? was published in 1984 it was enthusiastically endorsed by some of the big names in the worldwide evangelical community. Although ostensibly a critique of the ultra-literalistic hermeneutics and the uncritical support for the state of Israel expressed by some dispensationalist writers, in order to demonstrate that Israel is unworthy of Christian support Christian Zionism presents a perspective on Israel that is opposite in the extreme to the view held by those with whom Stephen Sizer takes issue. If Pat Robertson, Hal Lindsey and John Hagee can find no fault with Israel, Stephen Sizer can see nothing good in the nation. 

Christian Zionism is replete with historical inaccuracies, misrepresentations, libels and citations from Holocaust-deniers, neo-Nazis and anti-Semites; it also relies heavily on the disputed scholarship of “leading Jewish academics” such as Noam Chomsky, Norman Finklestein, Uri Davis and Israel Shahak. Although Sizer strenuously denies the allegation that he is an anti-Semite, he is highly regarded by anti-Semites, and links to his articles and websites appear on several neo-Nazi, white supremacist and militant Islamic websites. Sizer’s anti-Israel agenda reveals its insidious nature most clearly in a footnote on page 251 of Christian Zionism where he subtly insinuates “Israeli complicity in the 9/11 tragedy”, a bizarre theory that has been touted in various forms by anti-Semites the world over. 

Another British evangelical anti-Zionist whose articles appear not only in mainstream Christian journals but also on Islamic websites is Dr Anthony McRoy. In an article that appears on the website of the Islamic Human Rights Commission, McRoy charges David Ben Gurion with personally ordering in 1948 the ethnic cleansing of what is now the site of Ben Gurion International Airport. McRoy urges his readers to “flood their MPs with letters demanding that the UK and EU ban all flights to and from 'Ben Gurion Airport' until the refugees and their descendants are repatriated and compensated for their ordeal. If any Zionists soldiers are still alive, they should be hunted by the War Crimes court at The Hague... Local Arab and Muslim communities in Britain should send delegations to all their local travel agents demanding that they refuse to handle booking [sic] that involve landing at the airport, warning them that unless they do so, they will face organised communal boycotts and pickets.” 

McRoy’s writings also demonstrate the depths to which anti-Zionist pseudo-scholarship is prepared to sink in order to delegitimise the claims of the Jewish people to their historic homeland. At the Al-Quds: City of Three Monotheistic Faiths conference, held in London in March 2003, McRoy presented a paper entitled “The Status and Condition of Israeli Arabs”. In that paper, available at the IHRC website, McRoy makes the incredible claim: “The Palestinians are the descendants of everyone who ever lived in the land... Indeed, Palestinians are largely of Israelite stock – they are simply culturally Arabised” (my emphasis). 

At the end of 2006, ex-US President Jimmy Carter, who has long been respected by evangelicals for his Christian commitment, and by non-Christians for the excellent work carried out by The Carter Centre, published Palestine: Peace or Apartheid? Carter’s book immediately attracted strong criticism from a number of academics, including Alan Dershowitz: 

The Carter book is so filled with simple mistakes of fact and deliberate omissions that were it a brief filed in a court of law it would be struck and its author sanctioned for misleading the court. Carter too is guilty of misleading the court of public opinion. A mere listing of all of Carter’s mistakes and omissions would fill a volume the size of his book. 

Even though fourteen members of staff at The Carter Centre resigned following the publication of Palestine: Peace or Apartheid? the former US President remained impenitent. On the US TV show Hardball on 28th November 2006, Carter stated his opinion that the “oppression of the Palestinians by the Israelis” was worse than the situation in Rwanda during the civil war and went on to liken Israel to South Africa under the Apartheid regime: 

The persecution of the Palestinians now, under the occupying territories – under the occupation forces – is one of the worst examples of human rights deprivation that I know . . . Israel . . . [has] taken away all the basic human rights of the Palestinians, as was done in South Africa against the blacks. Some of Carter’s Jewish critics have accused him of being an anti-Semite, and none of them are unaware of his conservative Baptist association. 

Legitimate criticism 
This is not to say that Israel is beyond criticism; some of the country’s strongest supporters are among its most stringent critics. Rabbi Yehuda Levin, for example, calls the two million abortions that have been performed in Israel since 1948 “the silent Holocaust” and makes the chillingly ironic point that since the Jewish state was founded more Israelis have been killed by abortionists than by terrorists. British journalist Melanie Phillips, who is well known for her feistily eloquent defences of Israel in the media, is also fiercely critical of Israel’s settlement policy. We could add to the list of Israel’s shortcomings the corruption that appears to be endemic at the highest levels of Israel’s political life and the fact that in Arad and Beer Sheba the police have, for over a year, turned a blind eye to the harassment of Messianic Jews. 

It is one thing, however, to criticise Israel when criticism is due; it is quite another to persistently single out Israel for condemnation, especially when some of the nations which issue the strongest condemnations are themselves worthy of greater censure. Stephen Sizer speaks loudly and often of the sufferings of Palestinian Christians and draws attention to the fact that the Palestinian Christian community is diminishing at an alarming rate, for which he blames the Israeli government. However, a recent monograph by Prof Justus Reid Weiner, a former Visiting Assistant Professor at Boston University Law School, reveals, “The current massive emigration of Palestinian Christians from the territories can be demonstratively linked to the political empowerment of the Palestinian Authority in those areas”. 

Since November 1975, when the United Nations ruled in the infamous Resolution 3379 that “Zionism is a form of racism and racial discrimination”, anti-Zionism has gradually become the respectable face of anti-Semitism. Every time Israel is singled out for criticism for human-rights abuses when nations guilty of far worse crimes are overlooked; every time Israel is accused of being the sole cause of instability in the Middle East; every time Israel is labelled an apartheid state when it bears no resemblance to pre-Mandela South Africa; every time Israel is charged with responsibility for global terrorism while the actual perpetrators of terror are excused or sanitised; every time Jewish people are denied their own sovereign homeland; this is not only anti-Zionism, this is also anti-Semitism. One rarely hears Israel’s Christian detractors speak out against the appalling human rights abuses suffered by their brothers and sisters in North Korea, China, the Sudan and, indeed, the Palesti​nian Authority. 

Jewish suffering in the last two thousand years has invariably been fuelled by popular perceptions about them. If the Jews are the killers of God, they must be uniquely and irredeemably evil and no wickedness is beyond them. Therefore, if a child in the community has gone missing, the Jews must have sacrificed him for the preparation of their matzah. 

Is there pestilence in the land? The Jews must be poisoning the wells. 

Is the economy failing? It’s the fault of the Jewish bankers. 

Is the moral fabric of society disintegrating? This is the precise strategy outlined by the “Learned Elders of Zion” in their infamous “Protocols”. 

Does global terrorism threaten the peace and prosperity of the western world? It is because Israeli Jews, with the tacit approval of diaspora Jewry, are ethnically cleansing the Holy Land of the Palestinians and, with their nuclear capability, are destabilising the Middle East. Ipso facto, the greatest threat to world peace is Israel. 

In an article entitled “The Spiritual Roots of Anti-Semitism”, Sara Yoheved Rigler observes that “Jews were hated for 2,000 years because they didn't have their own state; now they're hated because they do”. 

According to the Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, Jonathan Sacks, a “tsunami” of anti-Semitism is sweeping Europe. A poll conducted in early 2007 revealed that 59% of all Europeans regard Israel as the primary threat to world peace. Another poll revealed that almost one in five Italians believe the state of Israel should cease to exist. It would appear that Rabbi Sacks’ tidal wave of Jew-hatred is linked to anti-Israel sentiment. 

The impact of Christian anti-Zionism 
Christians who allow themselves to be swept along by the current tide of anti-Jewish venom, unprecedented since the days of Adolph Hitler, strike a blow not only at the Jewish people but also the kingdom of God. 

Melanie Phillips, in an article that appeared in The Spectator, called anti-Zionist churchmen “Christians who hate the Jews” and specifically named the Anglican Bishop of Jerusalem Riah Abu El-Assal, Naim Ateek and Stephen Sizer as Jew-haters. Whether or not she is right, Ms Phillips is not alone in thinking that exclusive condemnation of Israel is an expression of anti-Semitism. How can we expect Jewish people to listen to the message of Jesus if they hear Christians persistently and unfairly condemn the Jewish homeland? If the Church joins with those who would make the Jewish state responsible not only for the loss of Jewish lives at the hands of Palestinian terrorists but also for the deaths of multitudes of innocent non-Jewish civilians in the United States, Europe and Iraq, are the Jews not entitled to think that Christians hate them? 

Anti-Israelism also impacts Jewish mission negatively by reducing or eliminating Christian concern for the souls of the Jewish people. In our own ministry we have seen that whenever Israel receives a bad press it is accompanied by a decline in our income. I have occasionally been approached by pro-Palestinian Christians who, when they know I work with a Jewish mission, want to tell me how bad the Israelis are. My standard response is to say that if the Jewish people are so wicked, that is all the more reason to share the gospel with them. That usually takes the wind out of their sails but the point is that when Christians believe the Jewish people are forsaken by God, are intrinsically evil and present the greatest threat to world peace, they are unlikely to support Jewish mission. Although Stephen Sizer castigates Christian Zionists for their lack of concern for the salvation of the Jewish people, there is no evidence on the links page of Sizer’s church website that they support any Jewish mission. 

What, I wonder, would Israel’s evangelical denouncers do if Israel was forced by international pressure to pull down their security fence without conditions, to withdraw to pre-1967 boundaries without any concessions being required from the Palestinians, to allow a right of return to Palestinian refugees to areas now populated by Jewish Israelis, to compensate those returnees at the expense of Israeli taxpayers and to then respond “proportionately” (whatever that might mean) to the deluge of Palestinian terror that would inevitably follow? What would evangelicals who accuse the Jewish state of ethnic cleansing do if a holocaust were perpetrated on the Jews, this time on their own soil? There would be wringing of hands, no doubt, after the Jews had resumed their proper role on the world stage as victims rather than as a people able to defend themselves. But how would the Church ever be able to hold up its head, look Jewish people in the eyes and tell them of the love of Yeshua? 

The Church in Germany is still reeling from the Holocaust and many German Christians still feel unable to reach out to German Jews with the gospel. If the church in the West fails to speak up for Israel as it failed to speak up for the Jews of Germany in the 1930s, or if that church joins in the howls of the anti-Zionists, how can it ever expect the Jewish people to listen to the story of Jesus? 

Standing up for Israel 
Brothers and sisters, it is our responsibility – especially those of us who are gentiles – to address this issue. How can we say we love the Jewish people, if we do not raise our voices in their defence when they are unjustly pilloried in the media and in our churches? In 2002 I corresponded electronically with Howard, whose email name was “jew4truth”. Howard’s attitude to Jesus was, on his own admission, “politically incorrect” and the mildest opinion he held of Jesus was that he was the most evil man who had ever lived and made Hitler look like “a piker”. In May 2002 I mentioned to Howard that I had been present at the Israel Solidarity Rally in Trafalgar Square in London, a gathering at which the fear of suicide bombings had been palpable. After Howard learned that I had been present at the rally, the tone of his emails changed and he became far more reasonable. When Jewish people believe Christians are for them rather than against them, they are more likely to be open to “the story about Jesus”. 

As the people of God, the Lord requires that we do justice, love mercy and walk humbly with our God. If we stand by Israel when an unjust, merciless and godless world is turning against her, we may gain the right to be heard when we speak of Jesus; but if we do not support Israel and the Jewish people in their time of need, we may forfeit all right to speak to them about the Saviour. 

It is the prerogative of the Most High alone to love Jacob and “hate” Esau; it is the duty of Christians to love all human beings, including Jews and Palestinians. If the Church is perceived to be “against” any people, culture, community or group, it will be severely hindered in its witness to those people, cultures, communities and groups. However, in order to walk humbly with our God, we are required to “do justice” and “love chesed”. If Israel does indeed persecute its Palestinian citizens, it is our duty to protest but if Israel is falsely accused of ethnically cleansing the land of its native population, we must expose the falsehood, particularly if that falsehood is propagated by our Christian brethren. Those who are concerned for the souls of Jewish people must also be concerned for the soul of the Jewish people. We cannot say that our ministry is evangelism and that “politics” are beyond our remit. 

We are all familiar with Edmund Burke’s maxim: “All that is necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing”. The Shoah occurred because too few good people spoke up for the Jews when they were made the scapegoat for Germany’s economic ills. If Christians in this generation fail to speak up for the Jewish state when its government and citizens are routinely demonised and when the international community makes light of the Iranian president’s threat to wipe Israel off the map, we may end up as witnesses to an even greater Holocaust in which our Messianic colleagues and friends perish. If we do not speak up for Israel and the Jewish people, how can we expect them to listen to us when we try to share Messiah with them? If we do nothing when the rest of the Church is turning against Israel, we may well help to increase Jewish enmity towards the Messiah. Instead of saving Jewish people we will be helping to consign them to a conflagration beyond the deranged fantasies of Adolph Hitler or Mahmoud Ahmedinejad. 
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