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The average reader may be excused for not understanding the finer differences between an
evangelical preacher who calls for a pre-emptive bombing strike against Iran and one who
thinks this view is outrageous and immoral. Particularly when both might be classified as
conservative Protestants. How do we clear the fog? For instance, high-profile pastor John
Hagee of San Antonio, Texas, is a Christian preacher who enjoys outrageously militant sermons,
especially when he is preaching them before his 14,000 member congregation. Others like
myself find him not only embarrassing but dangerous. How does the average observer make
sense of these two views when both spring from Protestant church?

Hagee is a “Dispensationalist.” I am a Reformed Theologian. He takes his cues from recent
(as in 100 year old) writers such as Darby, Schofield, and Ryrie. I take my cues from older
writers such as 16t century John Calvin, the Anglican and Presbyterian worlds, and theologians
who belong to the “Reformed Tradition.” Believe it or not, both of us could be called
“evangelicals.”

Dispensationalism was born in the late 19t century as an attempt to parcel out human
history with a series of seven biblical categories (or dispensations) for time: there was the era
(or covenant) of Adam, of Noah, and others. We live in the era of the church and it will be
followed by the end of time (the Millennium). Dispensationalism embraced a pessimistic view
of history, thinking that the world was coming to its end and that the judgment day was near.
And as a result, it became sectarian, separating itself from mainstream society, calling sinners to
repent and be saved from the inevitable catastrophe of the human story.

Reformed theology is not so grim. It has generally embraced an optimistic understanding of
life, thinking that the gospel is a call to transform the world (not separate from it) and
participate with society bringing the good things of God to bear on the things of this world. Note
this test: Reformed Theology might promote “secular” art and music; Dispensationalists will
promote “Christian” art and music. Why? It all depends on if you think the world has anything
to offer.

But here is another test. Dispensationalism decided in the 20t century that the catalyst of
the end of time was the reestablishment of the State of Israel — which thrilled them in 1948
when Israel announced its nationhood. Israel’s various military victories in 1967 and 1973 were
confirmations of a divine hand on Israel’s future. Many dispensationalists have been caught up
in a zeal to see this age end and the next begin. If prophesies are being fulfilled, if history is at
its terminus, then Christians are obligated to join in what God is doing. And this expression of
faith is no where clearer that when one raises the question of Israel. Such religious zealots today
are known as Christian Zionists.

If you want to ruin an evangelical party, just ask this question aloud: Are Christians
obligated as Christians to support the State of Israel at all costs? The room will divide, quickly.
John Hagee and I would be standing in opposite corners (that is, if we ever attended the same
parties).

So what would be our differences?

First, this is not a political question per se centering on Israel’s right as a nation to have a
place in history, to make a claim for statehood or enjoy international legitimacy. I would grant
each of these. Israel has a right to exist in safety.

Nor in my judgment is this topic a moral question concerning the historic treatment of
Judaism in Europe. It is true that Judaism has suffered beyond imagination — and this



culminated in the holocaust. And because of this, western society indeed bears a moral
obligation to guarantee that such horrors do not happen again. I concede this as well.
Christians should vigilant against all forms of anti-Semitism. But this moral argument is not a
uniquely Christian concern unless one were to fix blame for anti-Semitism on Christian
theology, which many of my friends in the Jewish community would like to do. Perhaps this
argument can be made — but it may be more accurate to say that the New Testament’s teachings
have been misused for violent purposes in ways reprehensible to us all.

To ask about Christian obligation invites a theological question. It implies that today men
and women sitting in the pews of the church ought to support Israel as a first order commitment
because of their Christian faith. Or we could put it another way: Being Christian has a
necessary political entailment: We must support Israel as a nation and this is a religious
obligation. This is the view of the Christian Zionist. Their interest is less in Judaism and its
preservation; it is focused instead on the unfolding of prophesy in the Middle East and Israel is
a character in the drama.

Christian Zionism Today

Many of us are deeply tired of the subject of Christian Zionism. But then when I read the
transcripts of a meeting that took place in Washington on July 17, 2007, I redouble my efforts.
It was a gathering of 4500 people from every state in the country. It was called “A Night to
Honor Israel” and was hosted by Christians United for Israel [CUFI]. I was not surprised to see
a list of political aspirants such as Newt Gingrich lining up to speak in support of an American
foreign policy that privileges Israel. The aim of the evening was purely political. It’s organizers
want to influence American foreign policy to support any Israeli security or land issue.

What constantly amazes me is that the audience was entirely religious. Organized by Rev.
John Hagee, CUFI works to rouse the evangelical Christians of America — by their count, 50
million. And with this platform, they hope to show that Christians have a spiritual obligation to
stand with Israel fully. That night in his keynote address, Hagee said, “When 50 million
evangelical Bible-believing Christians unite with five million American Jews standing together
on behalf of Israel, it is a match made in heaven.”

And this is true. If these two communities united fully, it would be perhaps the largest
voting bloc in America. Hagee continued, “Let us shout it from the housetops that a new day has
been born in America. The sleeping giant of Christian Zionism has awakened. If a line has to be
drawn, draw the line around Christians and Jews. We are united. We are indivisible. And
together we can reshape history.”

But this is where Hagee frightens more than he inspires. Not only has his theological
commitments given him Biblically defended views on Israel, but now his eschatology has led
him to call for America to strike out militarily against Iran. Using the language of the Book of
Revelation, Hagee looked to Iran as the incarnation of evil. “The head of the beast of radical
Islam in the Middle East is Iran and its fanatical president Ahmadinejad. Ladies and gentlemen,
we are reliving history. It is 1938 all over again. Iran is Germany. Ahmadinejad is Hitler. And
Ahmadinejad, just like Hitler, is talking about killing the Jews.”

The answer to this problem is written in the Biblical playbook which he will interpret for us.
The answer is to launch a war that will end all war since it will bring the end of human history.
Listen again, “... we want you to recognize that Iran is a clear and present danger to the United
States of America and Israel. ... it's time for our country to consider a military preemptive strike
against Iran if they will not yield to diplomacy. And if they continue the pursuit of nuclear
weapons we must not allow them to manipulate the economy of the world because they have a
nuclear weapon.”



So there we have it. Rev. John Hagee, a spokesperson for Jesus Christ, a man with no
diplomatic credentials, a man with no training in history or political science, calling for an
American military strike against Iran based on what the Bible teaches. During his conference he
then commissioned his 4500 delegates to go to Capitol Hill as lobbyists.

I am not the only one who is alarmed. A host of Jewish leaders, such as Rabbi Laurie
Zimmerman and Rabbi Michael Lerner, have spoken out against this “wedding made in
heaven.” Rabbi Zimmerman wrote in response:

Other rabbis, including myself, generally support building bridges with other
communities. Yet we recognize that there are some groups with whom we should not
align ourselves or support in any way. If creating a sustainable peace in the Middle East
is important to us, then we cannot support an organization that advocates attacking Iran
and launching the region into further chaos. As Pastor John Hagee, stated, “The United
States must join Israel in a pre-emptive military strike against Iran to fulfill God's plan
for both Israel and the West... a biblically prophesied end-time confrontation with Iran,
which will lead to the Rapture, Tribulation [...]Jand Second Coming of Christ” (CUFT’s
Washington, DC inaugural event, July 19, 2006).

Theological Convictions

Permit me to outline what seems to be the essential building blocks for Rev. Hagee’s outlook.
Some dispensationalists will hold to these points — others might demur. But the outline is
widely embraced by churches throughout America. And then I will describe how Reformed
theologians differ.

1. God’s Promises to Abraham

In Genesis 12, 15 and 17 God promises the Holy Land to Abraham and his descendents. To
Christian Zionists this promise of land inheritance was permanent and unconditional. And it is
as true in Biblical times as it is today.

This means that for Christian Zionists, the covenant of Abraham continues to be in play
today . And as Christians this forces them to have what we call a “two covenant” theology: one
covenant for the Jews and one for Christians operates in the church. In a word, the work of
Christ does not replace or supplant the Jewish covenant.

% Reformed theologians (like myself) believe that something decisive happened in Christ.
His covenant affected not simply the covenant of Moses — making a new and timeless form of
salvation — but it also affected every Jewish covenant, including Abraham’s covenant. Christ
fulfills the expectations of Jewish covenant life and renews the people of God rooted in the OT
and Judaism. Thus Jesus is a new temple, the new Israel, there are 12 tribes/apostles, etc.

When it comes to the land promises to Abraham — a crux for dispensationalists — I open
immediately to Galatians 3:16. The Apostle Paul wrote: “Now the promises were made to
Abraham and to his offspring. It does not say ‘And to his offsprings,’ referring to many; but
referring to one, ‘And to his offspring,’ which is Christ.” Remarkably Paul argues from the
singular noun in Genesis to show that the promises to Abraham — and this means land — point
to Christ! Christ is the locus of the promise of land! The promises to Abraham have been
realized in Christ — he holds everything Judaism desired — and knowing him gains access to
such promises.

Jesus’ splendid homily in John 15 does the same. This is the great vine and branches
sermon Jesus told in the upper room. The Old Testament image of Israel is that of a vineyard
filled with many vines rooted in the soil of the Holy Land. You can see this outlined beautifully
in Isaiah 5. But Jesus upends this. We see a vineyard again but now we learn that there is one



vine — Christ — and the only question turns not on gaining access to the land but being attached
to him.

To think Christianly about land and promise is to think differently than Judaism. In short,
the NT changes the spiritual geography of God’s people. The Kingdom of God is tied neither to
an ethnicity nor to a place. And because the early Christians understood this, they carried their
missionary efforts to the entire world. At a time when Jews were debating the meaning of Holy
Land, Jesus’ prescription was quite remarkable: “the meek will inherit the land” (Mt 5:5). Not
the aggressor or the conqueror.

So the point is this: Reformed theologians are not at all convinced that the promises to
Abraham much less Moses are still theologically significant today. The work of Christ is
definitive. There is one covenant. And it is with Christ. Which explains why Reformed
Theologians cringe when they hear Rev. Hagee cite the Old Testament again and again. We are
eager to hear him open his New Testament for us and think Christianly.

2. Israel Has Been Restored to the Land

The next step is crucial. 1948 is not simply a political marker in history, it is a theological
marker. Israel has been restored to the land in fulfillment of prophecy. This is no different than
the restoration following the Babylonian exile. Therefore modern Israel is not simply a
politically significant event, it is a theologically ordained event, one that should garner profound
Christian respect and awe.

% Reformed theologians do not deny the right of Israel to exist. Like myself they speak
against anti-Semitism and claim that Israel has a right to national security. I would be among
the first to condemn Palestinian acts of terror just as I condemn Israeli acts of terror.

However Reformed theologians characteristically are agnostic with regard to Israel’s
theological significance. Some deny it outright. But the one thing we do is reject the following
proposition: that to be critical of Israel is the same as being anti-Semitic. Israel began as a
secular state, the nation barely reflects the beautiful national aspirations of the scriptures, and it
has made choices that would inspire harsh criticisms from any Old Testament prophet such as
Amos or Isaiah.

The Israeli writer, Avraham Burg,! has explained the roots modern Zionism. In the late 19
century two forms of nationalism were born: first there was liberal nationalism with its roots in
the French Revolution where a multi-ethnic state is built and all citizens stand equal under the
law. The second model came from German Romanticism where the state belonged to a
particular ethnicity and members enjoyed privileges that non-members could not have. This
German model is what shaped Theodor Herz, the founder of 20t century Zionism and the
creator of the World Zionist Organization. And it is this model that shapes Israel today.
Therefore the Zionist idea was not born from the Bible but from an ethnic nationalism that also
gave birth to other nations such as 1930s Germany with all their attendant problems. Christian
Zionists who envision Herzl rebuilding Israel with a Bible under one arm are naive to the
realities of history.

Many modern Israelis see this model of a state coming to an end. In the Israeli newspaper
Ha’aretz Burg recently wrote, “We are already dead. We haven’t received news yet, but we are
dead. It doesn’t work anymore. It doesn’t work.” And in the New Yorker he wrote this year,
“The Israeli reality is not exciting. People are not willing to admit it, but Israel has reached the
wall. Ask your friends if they are certain their children will live here. How many will say yes?

At most 50%. In other words, the Israeli elite has already parted this place. And without an elite

1 Burg, Avraham, “The End of Zionism,” The Guardian, Sept. 30, 2003. Burg has also published in
Hda’aretz (June 6, 2007) and The New Yorker (July 30, 2007).



there is no nation.” Avraham Burg is a liberal Jew who sees what is wrong and recognizes —
with tears — that Herzl’s ethnic state cannot sustain itself without resorting to enormous acts of
violence.

For all these reasons Reformed theologians do not see commitment to Israel as a spiritual
imperative. I believe that the protection of political Israel is a moral duty because of what
happened to the Jews in European history. But that is a different matter. Rev. Hagee wants me
to know that “those who bless Israel” God will bless. And those who “curse Israel” God will
curse. Reformed theologians find the argument dubious.

3. History is Coming to Its Close

Many Christian Zionists believe that the coming of Israel to the land has started the
countdown that will end history. Christian Zionists think that Israel’s national life, reborn in
1948, is the key prophetic piece we must watch. And this is not all. Israel’s return fits with what
else is happening in the world. Moral values are in decline, an ecological crisis is looming, with
our oil-based economy in peril — and most important, with a war in the Middle East, there is
widespread agreement that history has reached a cul-de-sac. All of this is predicted in prophecy.

% Reformed theologians remind us that millennial movements like this which predict the
end of the world have been with Christianity from the beginning. And they have not come to
pass. So they would have us pause and use sober judgment.

Their chief complaint, however, is how this zeal for the end has shaped the ethics of
Christian Zionists. Passion for seeing the Second Coming of Christ now comes before a passion
for justice and fairness. When presented with the remarkable losses, for instance, of 3 million
Palestinians living under occupation, Hagee and others typically stand unmoved. Land cannot
be returned to them, negotiations are against God’s will. This summer Hagee showed us the
depth of his opposition of fair play to Palestinians. When the Israeli settlers were removed from
Gaza, he preached the following:

“I want to ask Washington a question. Is there a connection between the 9,000
Jewish refugees being forcibly removed from their homes in the Gaza Strip now living in
tents and the thousands of Americans who have been expelled from their homes by this
tremendous work of nature, the hurricane Katrina? Is there a connection there? If you've
got a better answer, I'd like to hear it.”

Notice carefully what has just been said. God punished America with hurricane Katrina
because America supported the withdrawal of the Gaza settlers. It is this sort of foolishness that
stuns Reformed Theologians. They simply cannot understand this confident interpretation of
modern history.

4. Fidelity to Israel

It then follows that the first obligation of the Christian is to watch the End Times prophesies.
And to stand guardian over the political decisions of each nation. The first test of righteousness
in this dangerous era is to align oneself with God’s litmus test, the rebirth of Israel. One
conviction is always held aloft: God blesses those who bless Israel and curses those who curse
Israel. Hence nations will stand or fall based on this one creed.

% Reformed theologians observe the zeal of these people to bless Israel and wonder if the
gospel has been lost. My first call is fidelity to Christ and his Kingdom. I do not believe that
there are two kingdoms of God at work in the world. There is one and it is found in Christ. And
yet this commitment should inspire in me a deep love for Israel and a desire for its people to
become what their scriptures call them to become: a nation of priests, a light to the nations. A
people in whom there is such goodness that the nations will see the glory of God and rejoice.



I believe we are called to love the Jews. But to love someone is also to come alongside,
giving them reassurances and offering them honest truth. Christian Zionists excel in one but fail
in the other. They love Israel profoundly but I await the day when Rev. Hagee exhorts Israel
(just once) to pursue a national life of justice and truth.

5. Jesus’ Second Coming

This is where everything has been leading. This is the crown jewel in Christian Zionism’s
worldview. This is why Rev. Hagee is willing to risk throwing the Middle East into nuclear war.
The birth of Israel has now set the stage for the imminent second coming of Jesus Christ.
Therefore any national agenda that would contradict God’s plan, any peace overture that will
weaken Israel’s hold on the land (such as the promise of a Palestinian state or the withdrawal of
Israeli settlers from Gaza or the West Bank), any decision that stands in the way of this dramatic
stage-setting is not a plan blessed by God.

% Reformed theologians believe in the Second Coming as well. We actually stand with
Christian Zionists committed to a longing for Christ’s return.

The chief difference is that reformed theologians make profound investments in the world.
We are not sectarian. We devote ourselves to promoting Christ’s commitments here. And we
do not despair about the course of the world. We have not abandoned it. Dwight Moody, the
namesake of dispensational Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, once asked why you’d want to
polish the brass on a sinking ship. There you can hear the pessimism in pristine simplicity.
Christian Zionism with its roots in dispensationalism has a pessimistic view of human history —
reversed only by Christ’s return. Reformed theologians are not as convinced that the ship is
sinking and we continue to be committed to polishing the brass, painting its hull, navigating its
course, and making its passengers comfortable until we are surprised by Christ’s return — just as
the Bible tells us we should be.

This is my ultimate complaint perhaps: Christian Zionists believe in Jesus, but I wonder if
they are always thinking like Christians in this matter. They have uncritically inherited the
territorial world view of Judaism and wed this to prophetic predictions that are unsupportable.
And that is why the great historians of the future (who are not yet born) will level a serious
critique against this movement.
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