IBTS,  Prague, Directors Conference: Christian Perspectives on the Israeli Palestinian Conflict, 
13-17 November, 2006

A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF ISRAEL AND RECENT HISTORY

I   Introduction: Why the Recent History of the Near East cannot be understood without “a Biblical Theology of Israel”
Among the things I did in preparing for this conference was to read Norman G. Finkelstein’s book Image and Reality of the Israel–Palestine Conflict.
 While, in the dedicatory page, Finkelstein expresses the hope that he will never forget what was done to the Jews during the Shoah, he is very critical of the modus operandi of the Israeli State. In his opinion the only language it understands is force. 
Finkelstein’s analysis is purely secular. This is surprising considering the religious rhetoric used in the Arab world with reference to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. By way of example, Article 13 of the Statute of the Hamas Islamic Resistance Movement states:

Peace initiatives, and international conferences for resolving the Palestinian problem, contradict all the beliefs of the Islamic Resistance Movement. In reality, giving up any part of Palestine (including the territory that the UN assigned to Israel and that Hamas considers inalienable and not available to others), is tantamount to ceding part of the religion. The nationalism of the Islamic Resistance Movement is part of its religion and teaches its members to adhere to the religion and lift up the banner of Allah on their homeland while they engage in Jihad.

According to this logic, events like the present Conference contradict “all the beliefs of the Islamic Resistance Movement”. The Hamas Statute does not envisage reaching any agreement with the state of Israel, the existence of which it refuses to recognise; rather it envisages the restitution to Allah of all territory which the international community has assigned to Israel. Many similar calls for the extinction of the state of Israel made in recent years have been motivated by the presumed Islamic rights to Israeli territory.
 One particularly vocal political leader who has recently expressed the wish that Israel be cancelled from the world map is the Iranian president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who links Israel’s demise with a more general eschatological vision of the return of the Twelfth Imam of Shi’ia Islam.
   

Had Finkelstein taken into consideration the religious polemic of many who adamantly refuse to accept the existence of an enduring State of Israel,
 he might have evaluated Israel’s “language of force” somewhat differently. Hudna style diplomacy, which envisages a temporary truce, before a return to pursuing a stated policy of annihilation, cannot be expected to convince Israel to engage in serious dialogue. Speaking of peace has little meaning so long as one partner in dialogue retains a political/religious strategy which decrees the eventual annihilation of the other partner. What makes this threat even more ominous is Jewish awareness that their personal survival is closely tied to the survival of the Israeli State. A long history of being the butt of discrimination and violence, including the Russian pogroms and the Shoah, has produced the conviction, even in assimilated Jews like the Austrian Theodor Herzl, sent to Paris to cover the Alfred Dreyfus trial in 1895, that Jewish survival requires the existence of a Jewish State.  
Another aspect of Israeli policy with which Finkelstein, and indeed many others, take issue, is the effort made to ensure that the majority of citizens of the democratic State of Israel be Jewish. On this point the government of Israel could be forgiven if she appealed to the very purpose of the Balfour Declaration, issued by the British government in 1917, which had in view “the establishment in Palestine of a national home for Jewish people” or to chapter 2, point 6, of the United Nations Resolution 181 (29 November, 1947) which envisaged only a minority presence of Arabs and Jews, respectively, in the Israeli and Palestinian States after partition. 
More important, for the theme of this paper, is the seemingly intentional neglect, on the part of many, of the biblical vision of the unique relationship, decreed by God, between Israel and the land.
 Insomuch as Christendom accepts the Hebrew Scriptures as part of its Holy Bible, a cavalier attitude towards their testimony to this relationship is out of place. The grounding of the unique relationship between Israel and the Land in divine promise, which has yet to find complete fulfilment (Ezekiel 47:15-20), may throw some light on the unusual circumstance of an international organ such as the United Nations decreeing the establishment of a Jewish State after a Diaspora of almost 2000 years, as well as the subsequent survival of this State, despite the refusal of most of its neighbours to recognise its existence. 
It is increasingly common to read and hear the expression “Christian Zionism” being used in relation to the birth and survival of the modern State of Israel, as though the rebirth of the Jewish State were the fruit of a theological construct developed by Christians
 while its survival depended on the support given by Zionist Christians.
 Apart from the fact that the help given by Zionist Christians pales before that given by the American Jewish community, it needs to be remembered that the term “Zionism” is derived from the Hebrew Bible (Psalm 132:13-18 and passim). Moreover the development of the Zionist movement depended largely on events in Russia in the XIX century
 and on the secular document Der Judenstaat written by Theodor Herzl in 1896. 
More generally, the seed of the modern Zionist movement was already in the very soul of the Jewish people throughout their 2000 years of Diaspora. What else can account for the wish expressed annually at Passover: “next year in Jerusalem”? It is no accident that this wish has been linked with the Passover celebration. In other words it has been part and parcel of the religious hope of the people. There are other evidences that memory, religion and thoughts of the land are closely linked in Jewish culture. In his book The Israelis, Amos Elon gives some interesting examples of this. He relates how “Chaim Weizmann, the first President of Israel, was once asked by a British commission by what right the Jews claimed possession of Palestine. He is said to have answered: ‘Memory is right’. Other nations too have occupied lands and then abandoned them. The point is that they did not remember, but the Jews never forgot Palestine”. He also tells the personal story of the Polish Jew known to history as David Ben Gurion and those of Ukrainian Jewish Socialists who felt a compulsion to return to the Land and dedicate their lives to developing it.

While modern Israel may seem to be a very secular state, it must be remembered that her claim to the land has strong religious roots. In this regard there is a significant difference, when compared with Arab references to religious roots, in the way these claims are grounded: the Hebrew Bible explicitly links Israel’s national and religious identity with the land promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. For example the city of Jerusalem, closely linked with the king David, the Davidic dynasty and the centralisation of the worship of YHWH (2 Sam. chs 5-7 and passim), is mentioned over 700 times in the Hebrew Bible but not once in the Koran. These writings also stress the permanency of the relationship between Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their descendants with the promised land (Genesis 15:18; 17:8; 28:13-14; Psalm 105:7-11).
 The evidence of these passages is often suppressed by interpreting them allegorically, together with all references to a future messianic kingdom centred in Jerusalem. This hermeneutical device is used to justify the substitution of Israel, as a subject, with the Church which is thought to have permanently replaced Israel as mediator of the Kingdom.
 
The question is whether this is a legitimate way of interpreting the Hebrew Scriptures. Marvin Wilson states that it is rather a form of Neo-Marcionism (as the God of the OT was demoted by Marcion, just so Israel, the second protagonist and addressee of much in these writings, is demoted by the exponents of Replacement Theology).
 When coming to a decision on this point the recent history of Israel surely needs to be taken into account. Few would deny that the Bible has an eschatological dimension. If this is true, it implies that not all predictive prophecy can be spiritualised away or applied to the present. Eschatological hope is often closely related to the future of the chosen people, the Promised Land and Jerusalem. 

In view of these considerations it seems appropriate, in a discussion on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, to outline a Biblical Theology of Israel before considering briefly what implications this theology has for understanding recent history in the Near East.

II  A Biblical Theology of Israel
Besides being important for understanding the underlying issues in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the development of a Biblical Theology of Israel is called for, for the simple reason that Israel features as the second great protagonist in the Bible, after God himself. This is demonstrated statistically by over 2000 mentions of Israel in the Hebrew Bible and 73 mentions in the New Testament writings. Thus, if Christian theology is justified in developing what is called Ecclesiology, Christian theologians are bound to recognise the need for a Theology of Israel, a subject even more strongly grounded in the Biblical story. 
Because space is limited, I will build this introduction to a Biblical Theology of Israel around a specific theme, that of national election, with a brief mention of the covenants which God made with his chosen people. 
The Fact of National Election 

The Bible recognises the fact that before Israel existed there had already been a long history of nations and empires (Genesis chs 1-11). By way of illustration, there is evidence that the Sumerian people lived in a region to the north of the Persian Gulf around 4500 B.C., or 2500 years before the time of Abraham. Similarly the golden age of the Egyptian pyramids and of the relative literature dates back to the III millennium B.C., well before the existence of Israel. 
The creation of an elect people who descended from Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is presented in the Scriptures as being part of a design to bring blessing to the entire world (Genesis 12:1-3 and passim). In order that this promised universal blessing could become a reality, it was necessary that the patriarchs and their descendants have a special relationship with God. 
The Hebrew verb used to describe God’s choice of Israel is bakhar. Moses affirmed the fact of national election in these terms: “Because… [YHWH] loved your forefathers and chose their descendants after them, he brought you out of Egypt by his Presence and his great strength” (Deuteronomy 4:37). And again: “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession” (7:6). In the continuation of this passage Moses stresses the fact that God’s decision to choose Israel was not based on any special merit, rather it was a free choice (vv. 7-8; cf. 14:1-2; 26:18-19). In a similar way God chose Jerusalem, the city of David, as “a dwelling for his Name”, where his people were ordered to meet to offer sacrifices and for the main national festivals (16:6, 16-17; 26:1-2; 1 Kings 8:16-21; 11:34-36). In all of these passages the accent is put on God’s free choice. 

The Greek verb used to translate bakhar in the LXX is eklegomai (the middle voice of eklegō). Eklegomai, besides carrying the active meaning of “choose”, retains something of the reflexive sense of “choose for one-self”. This corresponds to what the Hebrew Scriptures teach concerning the Creator’s relationship with Israel (Exodus 4:22-23) and Jerusalem (2 Chronicles 6:5-6), chosen for his own glory (Isaiah 43:1-7; 48:1-11; 62:1-12). The adjective eklektos (“elect” or “chosen one”) describes the person or thing chosen, while the noun eklogē (“election”) indicates the action of the one who chooses. The same terms are used in the literature of the New Covenant (see below).

Israel’s special relationship with God was recognised by the Canaanite peoples before the nation entered the Promised Land (see Joshua 2:8-11). Rahab acknowledged to the spies sent by Joshua: “the Lord your God is god in heaven above and on the earth below” (v. 11), while Balaam described Israel as “a people who live apart and do not consider themselves one of the nations” (Numbers 23:9). He further defined them as a people whom God had brought out of Egypt (24:8), and he added: “May those who bless you be blessed, and those who curse you be cursed!” (24:9). 
Almost a thousand years after the events of the Exodus, Haman used the following argument to persuade king Xerxes of Persia of the reasonableness of his project to have Israel destroyed: “there is a certain people dispersed and scattered among the peoples in all the provinces of your kingdom whose customs are different from those of all other people and who do not obey the king’s laws; it is not in the king’s best interest to tolerate them” (Esther 3:8). 

The Nature of National Election

Israel’s status as an elect nation is unique (Amos 3:2). However her election is linked with the realisation of divine purposes which go well beyond the personal interests of individual Israelites. In this sense the national election of Israel is similar to Jesus’ action in “electing” some of his disciples as “apostles”: “[Jesus] called his disciples to him and chose [Gk. eklezamenos, from eklegō] twelve of them, whom he also designated apostles” (Luke 6:13). National election does not guarantee the eternal salvation of all generations of Israelites who have lived from the time of the patriarchs, just as the election of the Twelve did not guarantee their eternal salvation, as the sad story of Judah Iscariot demonstrates (Luke 6:16; John 6:70-71; 17:12; Acts 1:15-25).  
What national election does guarantee is that the purposes for which God created this nation will be realised (see below). It also guarantees the nation’s survival in view of playing its part in the realisation of the purposes of her election (see Jeremiah 31:35-37; Isaiah 66:22). Moreover it guarantees that Israel would return to the land promised to Abraham and his descendants in the case of the nation having been exiled on account of her unfaithfulness (Leviticus 26:40-45). Finally it implies that the survivors of the nation will repent, experience salvation and enter the New Covenant when “the deliverer will come from Zion” to “turn godlessness away from Jacob” (Romans 11:25-27; cf. Isaiah 53:1-6; 59:20-21; Zachariah 12:10-14).
The Biblical Covenants

Before considering the purposes of Israel’s election, a brief mention should be made of the Biblical covenants. The fact and nature of Israel’s status as an elect nation is governed by the covenants into which God entered with this and with no other nation.
 
The most important of these is the covenant which God made with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.
 The fundamental and enduring nature of this covenant is confirmed repeatedly throughout the Bible.
 This covenant is both conditional (the right to enjoy its promises is based on obedience) and unconditional (fulfilment of its promises depends entirely on God). This is illustrated by the fact that the generation of Israelites who left Egypt died in the desert because of unbelief while Israel as a nation entered the Promised Land according to the terms of God’s covenant with Abraham (cf. Deuteronomy 30:1-10).
The most spectacular covenant ceremony involving God and Israel was the one which took place in several steps at Mt Sinai (Exodus 19:1 – 24:18; 34:1-28). The apostle Paul sums up the relationship between the patriarchal covenant and the Sinai covenant with these words: “The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise. … It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come” (Galatians 3:17, 19). 
Two more covenants are essential parts of a Biblical theology of Israel, the Davidic covenant
 and the New covenant.
 In the covenant God established with king David the concept of progeny was enriched by the following elements: kingship, a dynasty, a throne and a kingdom which would endure forever. 
The New Covenant, while promised to Israel, was enlarged to include all who experience the blessing of salvation, because its operational basis is the unique, eternal sacrifice of Israel’s Messiah (Luke 22:20; 24:45-47). At the same time the fact that the nation of Israel was the primary addressee in Jeremiah 31:31-34 was confirmed on the day of Pentecost when thousands of Israelites were the first to enter the New Covenant (Acts 2:14-41; cf. chs 3-6) and will be further confirmed when “all Israel” will be saved and will enter into its blessings (Romans 11:25-27).
We can now return to the main theme, national election, and consider briefly the purposes which govern God’s special relationship with this people.     

The purposes of Israel’s Election

It is possible to distinguish between a general purpose (i) and specific purposes whereby the general purpose is realised (ii.– v.). 

i. The general purpose for which God created and elected Israel can be stated simply: God chose Israel primarily for himself, as a way of manifesting his glory within the context of human history (Isaiah 43:1-7). 
ii. Israel was to be “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5-6). Besides the priestly role of Aaron and his descendants, in the services of the tabernacle and the temple, the entire nation was to have a priestly role as standing between God and the other nations of the world.

iii. Israel was called to receive, put into writing and preserve special revelation (Deuteronomy 4:5-8, 6:6-9; cf. Romans 3:1-2). Special revelation is closely linked with the history of the elect nation. It follows that, in order to understand special revelation, we must give careful attention to the history of Israel. Although other peoples developed philosophies and religious traditions, they remained in the dark regarding the revelation of God’s purposes for mankind, until they came into contact with the revelation entrusted to Israel.

iv. YHWH called the descendants of Jacob to know and believe in him and to be his special witnesses (Isaiah 43:1, 10-11). This role can be seen in the events recorded in Daniel chapters 1–6, where the false claims of Babylonian religion and the inflexible witness of Daniel and his three Jewish friends to YHWH are the main themes (see in particular 2:47; 3:29; 4:34-37; cf. 1 Maccabees chs 1– 4).

v. God chose Israel to be instrumental in bringing his blessing to “all peoples on earth” (Genesis 12:3). In relation to this purpose Israel was to be instrumental in bringing the Messiah into the world (Romans 9:5) and through him the possibility of eternal salvation for all humanity (John 4:22; cf. Isaiah 49:5-6). Included in the purpose of bringing blessing to all peoples, is the future role of Israel in a kingdom of peace and righteousness associated with the second Advent of the Messiah (Genesis 49:10; Isaiah 11:1-11; 61:2b-9; Ezekiel 34:24-31; cf. Acts 3:21; Revelation 19:11–20:9). 
A careful consideration of the first four purposes listed above will reveal that they parallel closely the purposes of the church, composed of Jews and Gentiles, which Christ is in the process of building (Matthew 16:18; Ephesians 2:11-22; 3:20-21; 1 Peter 2:1-10; Mark 16:15-16; Romans 10:14-18; 1 Thessalonians 1:6-10). However even now Israel’s witness to God’s presence in history retains a specificity to be distinguished from the witness of the Jewish/Gentile church to the gospel of grace.
 
When it is remembered that the members of the church are described as members of the “body” of the Messiah (Ephesians 1:22-23) it appears logical that the purposes entrusted to the church should be similar to those previously entrusted exclusively to the chosen people. When noticing this parallelism of purposes, it is appropriate that the church recognise its debt to Israel.

The fifth purpose of Israel’s election is closely linked with the institutional distinctions between Israel and the church. In order to accomplish God’s design of bringing blessing to “all peoples on earth”, Israel was given a political as well as a theocratic structure, and a territory with which the Name and honour of God would be forever associated (Psalm 105:4-11). Once Israel was introduced into the land of promise, she was obliged to organise her life, both socially and religiously, around a calendar of annual events, and according to the social and religious decrees, revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai.
 
That all this implies roles for Israel never envisaged for the church, can be illustrated by the circumstance of Israel having to engage in war with God’s enemies. This is alluded to in a word God spoke to Abraham while the Mosaic law provides specific legislation concerning how to do this. Passages such as Genesis 15:13-16 and Deuteronomy 20 legitimise the conquest of the land at the time of Joshua (see the book of Joshua), as well as the wars conducted by Saul and David against the Philistines (1-2 Samuel). The institutional distinctions between Israel and the church can also be seen in the fact that the Hebrew prophets make it clear that the land of Israel and the city of Jerusalem in particular, will be the locus of the future messianic kingdom (see Isaiah 2:1-4; 61:2-9; Ezekiel 37:21-28; Zachariah 8 and passim; cf. 1 Corinthians 15:25-28; and Satan’s final attempt to oppose God by marshalling his forces around the “beloved city”, Revelation 20:9).  
National election in the New Testament 

In the New Testament the question of national election is treated explicitly only in Romans 9 –11. Paul’s main concern in these chapters is to define Israel’s relationship with the gospel of grace. In this context the question of national election is basic, as is shown by Paul’s summing up of his argument: 

As far as the gospel is concerned, they are enemies on your account; but as far as election is concerned, they are loved on account of the patriarchs, for God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable. Just as you who were at one time disobedient to God have now received mercy as a result of their disobedience, so they too have now become disobedient in order that they too may now receive mercy as a result of God’s mercy to you. For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all” (Romans 11:28-32). 
The reference to national election is evidenced in the whole of this section of Romans by the sudden introduction of the term “Israel” at 9:6 and the repeated use of the term in all three chapters. In fact “Israel” is used eleven times in this section of Romans, not once elsewhere in the letter and only six times elsewhere in all of Paul’s letters. This sudden change in nomenclature (cf. 1:16; 2:9-10, 14, 25-29; 3:20; 15:26) is accompanied by historical references concerning how God freely formed and chose his elect people (9:1-13). In this passage Paul uses the term “election” (Gk. eklogen) to qualify the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (v. 11), drawing attention to the fact that the exceptional manner of the birth of Isaac confirms that the choice corresponded to “God’s purpose”. The fact that the same term is used in 11:28 with reference to all the descendants of Jacob, including the part of the nation which at present remains in a state of unbelief, demonstrates beyond all doubt that national election is not cancelled by the fact that the whole nation has not yet recognised Jesus as their Messiah and thus believed the gospel of grace.
The fact that the elect status of Israel remains, regardless of the failure of many individual Israelites to recognise Jesus as the Messiah (11:5-10), demonstrates the faithfulness of God and thus the certainty of the salvation accomplished by Christ and applied in the life of the believer by the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:1-39). 

It might be helpful to summarise at this point what Romans 9 – 11 teaches concerning the election of ethnic Israel. 1. Election removes all doubt that God will accomplish what he has revealed to Israel (11:28-29); 2. It ensures that even her present “transgression” means riches for the Gentiles, because it favours the propagation of the message of salvation and thus reconciliation with God, and that the effect of the future re-admission of the “natural branches” at present broken off from the olive tree will be similar to bringing “life from the dead” (11:11-12, 15); 3. It does not entail election to salvation for those members of the nation who do not respond by faith in Christ, described by Paul as “the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes” (10:4), however it does imply the future salvation of “all Israel” (11:25-27); 4. Finally, it does not put limits on the administration of the mercy of God, on the contrary it ensures its universal scope (11:30-32).
Being God’s chosen people is not always a bed of roses

The beginning of God’s message to Israel through Amos is very instructive: “Hear this word the Lord has spoken against you, O people of Israel – against the whole family I brought up out of Egypt: ‘You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins’ ” (Amos 3:1-2). While another nation which has not been given God’s law may experience reprieve at God’s hand, the privileges experienced by Israel and her role as the special witness of YHWH, mean that she will be punished for all her sins.
Furthermore, an awareness of Israel’s status as an elect people tends to exacerbate latent anti-Semitism.  So from Haman’s plot to exterminate Israel in the fifth century B.C., through to modern times, being a member of the elect nation often means suffering at the hands of the other non-chosen peoples. Tevye, the main character in the well-known musical and cinema production Fiddler on the Roof, who was forced to carve out a meagre existence in the village of Anatevka, in czarist Russia, amidst continual threats of pogroms, speaks for many Jews when he utters the following words to God: “I know we are a chosen people, but once in a while couldn’t you choose someone else?”.  
III  Implications of our study for Understanding Recent History

The preservation of Israel and her partial return to the land promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, should be seen as being primarily for the sake of God’s name and because he is faithful to his covenant, not as something which Israel herself has merited (cf. Deuteronomy 9:4-6; 12:4-28; Leviticus 26:40-45).  
The question often arises as to whether recognition of the modern State of Israel
, as a step towards the fulfilment of God’s plan for his elect people, implies approval of Israeli government policy and its outworking. An honest reading of the Biblical prophets would suggest rather that the believer  should approve or criticise the decisions and activities of the Israeli government in the light of the Torah revealed at Mt Sinai. On the one hand the Torah teaches that Israel would inherit the land promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and that, at times, she would need to engage in war against her enemies. In Numbers 10:9, YHWH commands: “When you go into battle in your own land against an enemy who is oppressing you, sound a blast of the trumpets. Then you will be remembered by the Lord your God and rescued from your enemies.” On the other hand, the prophet Micah, echoing the requirements of the Torah, tells Israel “to act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). This implies many things, including the banning of moral perversity such as Gay Pride marches. It also requires that Israel return to “acknowledge the Lord” (Hosea 6:1-3).  
We will now take the risky step of considering a chapter of recent history in the Near East, which involves Israel. In the year 2000 Israeli troops abandoned southern Lebanon in accordance with UN Resolution 425 and in August 2005 Israeli troops ensured that all Israeli citizens leave the territory of Gaza. In response the Hezbollah amassed missiles in southern Lebanon and began systematic attacks on northern Israel, while from Gaza terrorist attacks, backed by Hamas, have continued on southern Israel. During the summer of 2006 there have been incursions into Israeli territory from Gaza and Lebanon, the killing of some Israeli soldiers and taking captive of others, actions which were tantamount to a declaration of war. On July 12, 2006 Israel retaliated and for 34 days waged war, intentionally against the Hezbollah in southern Lebanon and Hamas positions in Gaza. All the while, the Hezbollah continued to launch missiles, some calculate the number at 4000, into northern Israel. 

The result of the war has been mixed. The Israeli strategy for disarming the Hezbollah left thousands dead, many of whom were not Hezbollah. Meanwhile the Hezbollah leader, Nasrallah, claims that the Hezbollah have won the war and declares that they have no intention to complete the process of disarmament (envisaged by a UN resolution). 
What should our reaction to Israel’s retaliatory action be? On a practical level the choice is made easier by the example given by Israel itself. As a democracy Israel feels very free to criticise herself,
 so why should we refrain from objective criticism? Of course this means bearing in mind the barrage of missiles fired from Gaza at peaceful settlements in southern Israel, and the tunnels constructed and used to kidnap Israeli soldiers, following Ariel Sharon’s withdrawal in August 2005. Similarly we must take into consideration the existence of an infrastructure in southern Lebanon whose declared purpose is to barrage Israel in view of her destruction. We certainly should not follow the example of systematically condemning the retaliatory actions of the Israeli army while remaining silent when Palestinian suicide bombers seek the indiscriminate destruction of Israeli civilians.
  
While exercising our right to criticise Israel’s handling of a war, or any other aspect of her public life, we should not be blind to other factors, such as Israel’s contribution to science and medicine which is disproportionately great compared to the size of the population. Neither should it cause us to forget what inspires much of the fervour of suicide bombers and others ready to sacrifice their lives in the torrent of hate directed against Israel. 
The real issue is the right of Israel to exist as a Jewish state. Hamas denies this right and makes no secret of the fact that she is working to a strategy aimed at destroying Israel.
 Our position on this question will be determined, in part, by the weight we attribute to the Biblical theology of Israel. If we say the church is Israel and that we are now living in all that history can ever expect to know of the messianic kingdom,
 then we might consider Israel’s presence in the Near East illegitimate, despite the fact that her claim is firmly grounded in the Hebrew Bible. If, on the other hand, we accept, with Paul, that “God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew”, we will recognise Israel’s right to dwell in the land, while at the same time caring for the plight of all men and praying and working for their salvation.     
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� It must be recognised that a vocal Islamic minority does not share this view. For example Prof. Abdul Hadi Palazzi, Secretary General of the Italian Moslem Association, at the third International Seminar on The Sources of contemporary Law, July, 1996, Jerusalem, affirmed that anti-Zionism cannot be found in Islamic classical sources but is the fruit of “the transformation of Islam from a religion into a secularized ideology”. He continues: “This was originally done by the late Mufti of Jerusalem, Amin al.Husseini, who was responsible for most of the Arab defeats and during World War II collaborated with Adolf Hitler”. He continued: “Both Koran and Torah indicate quite clearly that the link between the Children of Israel and the Land of Canaan does not depend on any kind of colonization project – but directly on the will of God Almighty. As we learn from Jewish and Islamic Scriptures, God, through His chosen servant Moses, decided to free the offspring of Jacob from slavery in Egypt and to make them the inheritors of the Promised Land. Whoever claims that Jewish sovereignty over Palestine is something recent and dependent on political machinations is in fact denying the history of revelation and prophecy, as well as the clear teaching of the Holy Books”. He cites Sura 5:22-23 in support of this statement and adds: “the Holy Koran quite openly refers to the reinstatement of the Jews in the land before the Last Judgment, where it says: ‘And thereafter We said to the Children of Israel: Dwell securely in the Promised Land. And when the last warning will come to pass, We will gather you together in a mingled crowd’ ” (Sura 17:104, “The Night Journey”). Moreover Sura 2:145, reads: “They would not follow thy direction of prayer (qibla) nor art thou to follow their direction of prayer; nor indeed will they follow each other’s direction of prayer”. Palazzi comments: “As opposed to what ‘Islamic’ fundamentalists continuously claim, the Book of Islam – as we have just seen – recognizes Jerusalem as the Jewish direction of prayer”. He concludes: “As no one wishes to deny Moslems complete sovreignty over Mecca, from an Islamic point of view there is no sound theological reason to deny Jews the same right over Jerusalem”. (Root and Branch Association, � HYPERLINK "http://www.rb.org.il" ��http://www.rb.org.il�). 
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� This seemed to be the presupposition of many of the contributors at the 5th International Sabeel Conference, the theme of which was: “Challenging Christian Zionism: Theology, Politics and the Palestine-Israel Conflict”.


� For example the following statement can be read in an article on Zionism which appears on � HYPERLINK "http://www.riforma.net" ��http://www.riforma.net�.: “Without the continual political support of Zionist Christians in America, and significant economic help given by the United States government, it is very unlikely that the State of Israel would have survived after 1948 and would have continued to occupy the West Bank since 1967”.  


� See Amos Elon, The Israelis: Founders and Sons, London, Sphere Books, 1972.


� Ibid., pp. 25-26, 82-83. 


� Cf. W. D. Davies, The Territorial Dimension of Judaism, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1982. Davies observes that the Land is part of the essence of Judaism (ibid., p. 53).


� For an in-depth examination into the question of the origin of Replacement Theology and its effects on Chrsitian thought and practice, see my book: Ronald E. Diprose, Israel and the Church, Waynesboro, GA, Authentic Media, 2004; Italian ed. Israele e la Chiesa, Roma, IBEI Edizioni, 1998; German ed. Israel aus der Sicht der Gemeinde, edition Wiedenest, Hammerbrücke, jota-Publikationen, 2001; French ed. Israël dans le développement de la pensée chrétienne, Saone, France, La Joie de l’Éternel, 2004.


� Marvin R. Wilson, Our Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith, Grand Rapids, MI, Eerdmans, p. 110.


� This finds strong confirmation in Romans 9:4 and Ephesians 2:11-12. 


� See Genesis 12:1-3, 7; 13:14-17; 15:1-21; 22:15-18; 26:3-4, 24; 28:13-15.


� See, among others, the following passages: Exodus 2.23-25; 6:2-8; 32:11-14; Leviticus 26:40-42; 2 Kings 13:22-23; Galatians 3:15-18. 


� See 2 Samuel 7:11-16; 1 Chronicles 17:10b-15; Psalms 2, 89; 2 Samuel 23:1-5; Jeremiah 232:5-6; 33:14-16, 23-26; Ezekiel 37:24-25; Hosea 3:4-5; Amos 9:11; 1 Kings 11:13; Luke 1:68-75.


� Jeremiah 31:31-34; cf. Isaiah 55:3; 59:21; 61:8-9 Ezekiel 16:60; 34:25-31; 37:26-28; Romans 11:25-27.


� Cf. Matthew 24:32-34 where the best translation of the term genea is “race” or “people”.


� For a more complete treatment of the question of the Institutional differences between Israel and the Church, see Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest, Integrative Theology, Three volumes in one, Grand Rapids, MI, Zondervan, 1996, 339-340.


� Officially established as a sovereign state on May 14th, 1948, on the basis of the UN Resolution of November 29th 1947. 


�For example, on September 13, 2006 the Israeli Defense Minister, Amir Peretz publicly admitted that there had been failures during the war against Lebanese Hezbollah guerrillas. There have also been public demonstrations criticising the handling of the war, calling for a commission of enquiry into the three leaders who were responsible for leading it: the Defense Minister, the Prime Minister Ehud Olmert and the army chief of staff, Leieutenant General Dan Halutz, International Herald Tribune, Thursday, September 14, 2006, p. 5.  


� In a protest note, dated 28 August, 2006, the Prime Minister of Israel, Ehud Omert, observed that while “out of 175 United Nations Security Council resolutions up to 1990, 97 were against Israel; out of 690 General Assembly resolutions, 429 were against Israel”, the UN remains strangely silent when Israel is attacked.  


� See articles 13 and 14 of the Hamas Statute; cf. the claim to Hezbollah’s right to engage in armed resistance against Israel, made by the Hezbollah military commander, the sceicco Nabil Qaouk, in the Daily Star, Beirut, 3 October, 2006.   


� See note 11.
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