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Several months after leaving office, reflecting on his decision to give prompt

recognition to the State of Israel under pressure from Zionists and against the

adamant advice of his diplomatic and military advisors, Harry Truman was

quoted as saying, “I am Cyrus. I am Cyrus.”1 There were obviously many factors

involved in that decision, but the statement itself is significant. Cyrus was the

Persian emperor who authorized the return of the Jews from Babylonian cap-

tivity to Palestine in 538 b.c.e. Truman, with his Baptist background and inti-

mate knowledge of the Bible, clearly relished the parallel.

The interplay between Zionist lobbyists, national interests, and Christian

teachings was intense in America’s midwifery to the State of Israel, but the roots

go well back into nineteenth-century England. And that interplay continued to

influence American behavior throughout the twentieth century. The third el-

ement of that triumvirate—Christian teachings—is the focus of this study.

There is a considerable volume of material on British and American policy

toward Palestine and Israel, but much of it focuses on key individuals and does

not discuss the depth and breadth of Christian sentiment in both countries. The

thesis here is that so many people in Britain and the United States have been

influenced by childhood stories from the Bible about Abraham, Joshua, and

the Promised Land and by what has come to be known as “End Times” or

“Armageddon” theology that much of the electorate in both countries has

been predisposed to support the return of the Jews to Palestine. This has made

it relatively easy for Zionist and pro-Israel lobbies to be effective with both the

executive and legislative branches of government in Great Britain and the

United States.
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The word predisposed is key. It does not imply that Christian orientation has

been the principal reason that the British government and then the American

government supported the return of the Jews to Palestine. It simply means that

Christian familiarity with and interpretation of the Bible created the seedbed

within which other factors could flourish.

With a widespread assumption among the electorate that God had prom-

ised the land to the Jews, other influences could come to bear more easily—

the Zionist lobby in Britain in the early part of the century and the pro-Israel

lobby in the United States after World War II; a sense of compassion and guilt

among Americans about the Holocaust; a view of Israel as the only true de-

mocracy in the Middle East; and an assumption that Israel was a strategic ally

in a dangerous part of the world. There was also no real countervailing force

—no general knowledge of Islam, Arabs, or the Middle East among the elec-

torate, no powerful Arab lobby, and limited understanding of the importance

of maintaining healthy relations with friendly oil-producing Arab states in

the region.

The analysis that follows is in two parts. Part I deals with the biblical back-

ground to Christian Zionism, starting with a split in twentieth-century ap-

proaches to biblical interpretation between the liberal “historical/critical”

method and the fundamentalist “literal/prophetic” approach. It examines a few

of the key texts that have been used to justify Christian support of a return of

the Jews to Palestine, including portions of the books of Genesis, Joshua,

Daniel, and Revelation, and looks at both ways in which those books may be

interpreted.

This is followed by a chapter on the Sunday school movement and Armaged-

don theology in Britain and the United States. It includes examples of Sunday

school lessons about Abraham and Joshua in major denominations in both

countries. It also describes the growth of Armageddon theology, or dispensa-

tional premillennialism, from its origin in nineteenth-century England to its

development in twentieth-century America, with emphasis on the individuals,

books, and institutions through which it has been disseminated.

Part II moves to policy, with an initial chapter devoted to the origins of the

Balfour Declaration, Woodrow Wilson’s support for its issuance, and its re-

affirmation during the Mandate period. Christian influence included Balfour’s

childhood grounding in the Old Testament, Wilson’s Presbyterian background,

and the subtle influence of William Blackstone’s Bible-based memorial to Wil-

son advocating support of a return of the Jews to the Holy Land. This is where
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the interplay between Zionist lobbying, perceived national interests both in

Britain and the United States, and Christian predisposition comes into full

view.

The Mandate period is especially interesting, partly because of both Meth-

odist and Jewish influence within the Labour Party, and partly because of at-

tempts by the government to calm the area after a series of “disturbances” only

to have it blocked by Jewish opposition and adamant protests in Parliament.

Positions taken by some of the Nonconformist churches and church newspa-

pers vis-à-vis those disturbances shed some light on general public attitudes

toward the issues.

The next chapter moves to the United States and Truman’s decision to hur-

riedly recognize the newly proclaimed State of Israel. The decision was clearly

in opposition to the “national interest” as perceived by the American military

and diplomatic leadership. Conventional wisdom has attributed the decision to

Clark Clifford’s influence and a desire to secure the New York Jewish vote in the

upcoming presidential election. Not so, say other analysts: it was the effective-

ness of the Zionist lobby. This study takes a slightly different approach and

emphasizes a third influence—Truman’s Baptist background and intimate

knowledge of the Bible.

The final chapter is a complex one. It includes observations on the influence

of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) on congressional

funding for Israel and on relevant congressional hearings in both the House and

the Senate. There is a comparison of the positions taken on the subject of the

Arab-Israel conflict by principal American religious denominations, and it

reports on data from several polling organizations on American attitudes to-

ward Israel. As a test of the “pro-Israel lobby/national interest/Christian predis-

position” thesis, it examines the dynamics of the highly controversial 1995 con-

gressional vote calling for the United States to move its embassy from Tel Aviv

to Jerusalem. The evidence of Christian influence throughout this period is

highly persuasive.

The epilogue is simply a comment on the fact that, even though the events

of September 11 changed many of the dynamics of international affairs, the

positions of the parties to this study initially remained very much the same.

But as the American “war on terrorism” evolved, dissenting voices were over-

whelmed and the American administration became increasingly vocal in its

direct support of Israel—to the dismay of some of its allies and many in the

Arab world. Future historians will have to assess the degree to which the deter-
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minants of American policy described in this study continue into the future.

But if one can extrapolate from the past into the future, it is reasonable to

assume that an American cultural predisposition to support Israel, based at

least in part on the influence of the Christian Bible, will continue to be one of

the factors in the dynamics of policy formulation.




