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The PD factor
Christian fundamentalists and U.S. policy in the Middle East

by Bob Chodos

O NE OFT-CITED OBSTACLE TO PEACE BETWEEN ISRAELIS AND

Palestinians is the presence of two fundamentalisms on the terri-

tory claimed by both peoples. For Islamic fundamentalists, epito-

mized by the figure of the suicide bomber, Israel represents an alien intru-

sion on Islamic soil and no compromise with it is possible. For Jewish
fundamentalists, epitomized by the West
Bank settler, all of biblical Israel is the land
God promised to the Jews and not one
square millimetre of it can be given up with-
out violating God’s sacred intention.

Awareness of a third fundamentalism that
also impinges on the conflict is only now
beginning to surface. Unlike suicide bomb-
ers and West Bank settlers, few evangelical
Christians actually live in the territory un-
der dispute. But they do live in the United
States, whose government’s policy weighs
heavily on the conflict. For theological rea-
sons of their own, they are strong support-
ers of Israel and care passionately about it.

And they vote.
It needs to be made clear from the out-

set that we are not talking about all
evangelicals here, let alone all Christians,
but about a particular theological tendency
within evangelical Christianity that, for rea-
sons explained below, goes by the convo-
luted name of premillennial dispensation-
alism. In principle, one can be a Protestant
fundamentalist without being a premillen-
nial dispensationalist. However, premillen-
nial dispensationalism, first formulated in
its modern version by a nineteenth-century
British preacher named John Nelson Darby,
quickly took root in the United States, and
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American PD community. According to Louis
Talbot of the Bible Institute of Los Angeles,
this was “the greatest event, from a prophetic
standpoint, that has taken place within the
last one hundred years, perhaps even since
70 AD, when Jerusalem was destroyed.”4

But it was in the 1970s that the Israel-
PD relationship really took root. In the years
following the Six Day War Israel needed
support to fend off growing demands for a
Palestinian state, and evangelical Christians
in the United States were gaining confidence
as a politically potent community. By 1981
the relationship had become close enough
that after Israel bombed Iraq’s nuclear reac-
tor, Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin
phoned Jerry Falwell to ask him to “explain
to the Christian public the reasons for the
bombing.” Only after that did he call Presi-
dent Reagan.

In a book published the next year, Nathan
Perlmutter, national director of the Anti-
Defamation League of B’nai B’rith, and his
wife Ruth argued for a strong Jewish-evan-
gelical alliance.5 Israeli agencies and Zion-
ist organizations gave friendship awards to
Falwell and Pat Robertson. On a visit to
Washington in 1998, Israel’s 50th-anniver-
sary year, Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu addressed a primarily evangeli-
cal audience of 3,000 people at the Voices
United for Israel Conference. “We have no
greater friends and allies,” he said, “than the
people sitting in this room.”6 Ralph Reed
was there; Falwell and Robertson endorsed
the conference.

Bush’s base

This is a good place to pause to address a
disconnect that some readers may be feel-
ing. There is something surreal about this
story. The community of people who read

and write for Inroads tend to think in secu-
lar terms; if religious, we look to scriptural
texts for archetypes and paradigms rather
than roadmaps of history. Apocalyptic books
have little sway on our consciousness. In
my traditional but not fundamentalist Jew-
ish education, I was exposed to at least 30
of the 39 books of the Hebrew Bible; Dan-
iel was not among them. And though many
articles in the roughly 60 issues of the Jesuit
magazine I edited in the 1980s and 1990s
referred to the Hebrew and Christian scrip-
tures, I can think of only one that dealt with
Daniel and Revelation – and then as texts
that could help empower the “victims of
Empire.”7 We are not used to taking people

who think like PDs seriously; we are more
likely to regard them, in the words of a
friend of mine who tends toward the left of
the religious spectrum, as “lunatics with bad
theology.” PDs couldn’t really be important
players in the Palestine/Israel drama, could
they?

With this in mind, we can consider the
presidency of George W. Bush, who has
outdone all his predecessors in his friendli-
ness to the PD community. Bush has
emerged as a PD hero, especially since Sep-
tember 11, 2001, when he began to posi-
tion himself as global leader of the forces of
good against the forces of evil. Stephen
Mansfield, author of The Faith of George W.
Bush, has suggested that Bush acts on

The idea of being bit players in someone

else’s cosmic drama makes some Jews

uneasy, even Jews who are strong supporters

of Israel. Yet, other Jews argue that Israel can

use all the friends it can get.

Bob Chodos is managing editor of Inroads
and a member of the steering committee
of Across Boundaries Multifaith Institute.

PDs, as we will call them for the purposes
of this article, have represented the domi-
nant tendency in American Protestant fun-
damentalism since it emerged as a religious
movement. Early in the 20th century the
text that gave fundamentalism its name, a
series of pamphlets entitled The Fundamen-
tals: A Testimony of Truth, was sponsored by
two wealthy California businessmen who
were sympathetic to PD thinking, Milton
and Lyman Stewart.1 More recently, promi-
nent American fundamentalists such as Jerry
Falwell, Pat Robertson and Ralph Reed have
all preached PD theology.

PDs see history as following a divine
roadmap outlined in the Bible, and espe-
cially in the books of Daniel in the Old Tes-
tament and Revelation in the New. In this
roadmap, history is divided into a number
of eras or “dispensations,” eventually lead-
ing to the Second Coming of Christ followed
by his Thousand-Year Reign on earth, the
Millennium. PDs differ both from
“postmillennialists,” who foresee Jesus’ re-
turn as the culmination of a gradual per-
fecting and Christianizing of the world, and
from “amillennialists,” who interpret the
Millennium figuratively.

PDs are always on the lookout for signs
that history is nearing its destination. And,
in their scheme, the most dramatic such sign
in recent times has been the return of the
Jews to their biblical homeland and the es-
tablishment there of a Jewish state. Not only
does a Jewish state need to exist for the PD
scenario to unfold, but it also needs to be at
war with its neighbours. In fact, war, con-
flict and chaos are prominent features of the
period preceding the Second Coming. These

conflicts will lead up to the final battle at
Armaggedon, where Jesus will triumph over
the Antichrist and establish his reign. Once
this happens, the remaining Jews will ac-
cept Jesus as their messiah.

In this respect, the ultimate aims of PDs
are very much opposed to those of Jewish
Zionists, whether religious or secular. The
idea of being bit players in someone else’s
cosmic drama makes some Jews uneasy,
even Jews who are strong supporters of Is-
rael. Yet, other Jews argue that Israel can
use all the friends it can get – especially
friends who don’t make inconvenient de-
mands like giving up West Bank settlements.
Short-term goals can converge even where
long-term ones diverge.

In the last two decades Israeli leaders,
especially when Likud has been in power,
have been courting American PDs intensely.
But PD support has been important to Zi-
onism since the beginning. As early as the
1880s an American PD evangelist, William
E. Blackstone, began promoting Jewish set-
tlement in Palestine. Another group of
Americans established the American Colony
in the Old City of Jerusalem so that they
could keep a close watch on the return of
the Jews and the coming of the Messiah.
When a group of impoverished Jews from
Yemen arrived in Jerusalem in 1882, the
colonists provided them with food and shel-
ter, considering them part of the Lost Ten
Tribes.2 The founder of modern Zionism,
Theodor Herzl, also received PD backing.
When he published his book The Jewish
State in 1896, he received a visit from a Brit-
ish PD, Rev. William H. Hechler, who be-
came a strong Zionist supporter and helped
Herzl gain access to European royalty.3

The establishment of the state of Israel in
1948 was greeted enthusiastically in the
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Beyond the rational

In the immediate aftermath of the U.S. elec-
tion, much of the commentary on George
W. Bush’s victory has focused on the role of
the religious right. Organized, disciplined
and deeply committed to their agenda,
evangelical Christians turned out in record
numbers to reelect their president. So Bush
is in their debt, and PD influence will be
part of the American, and Middle Eastern,
political scene for some time to come. Those
of us who think of PDs as “lunatics with
bad theology” nevertheless need to try to
understand them.

There is something else we need to un-
derstand. If at stake in the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict were just the ordinary com-
modities of the political marketplace – land,
resources, money, political power and in-
fluence, even dignity and recognition – it
would probably be one of the easier inter-
national disputes to settle. As Arthur Milner
pointed out in the last issue of Inroads, the
basic elements of a settlement have been on
the table since the early 1970s.12

But for PDs, as for the Jews and Muslims
who are motivated by a sense of righteous
possession of exclusive truth, the most im-
portant part of what is at stake is not sub-
ject to rational analysis or political bargain-
ing. It is the symbolic aspects that are most
pertinent – except that PDs don’t see them
as symbolic. This is an example of what
British writer Malise Ruthven, in his recent
study of fundamentalism, calls “factualism,”
or the treatment of scripture “as manuals
for practical action as distinct from sources
of personal inspiration or moral guidance.”

Ruthven regards Protestant fundamental-
ism as a “dangerous religion,” partly because
of “its baleful role in the Middle East.” How-

ever, he is hopeful that its influence will be
contained by the constitutional separation
of church and state in the United States. He
also sees a counterweight to fundamentalist
influence in the reality of “pluralism and di-
versity of choice,” increasingly apparent
through the power of modern communica-
tions.13 Perhaps. But millions of PDs con-
tinue to be energized by the mess in the Mid-
dle East, since it shows that Christ is com-
ing soon. The rest of us just see a mess. ■
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“promptings” from God.8 Ralph Reed, one
of the major architects of the religious right
as a political force, has been a Bush cam-
paign strategist in both 2000 and 2004. The
Apostolic Congress, a pro-Israel PD lobby
in Washington that opposes a Palestinian
state, meets regularly with White House staff
members. One such meeting preceded
Bush’s announcement last spring of support
for Israeli sovereignty over parts of the West
Bank – a significant shift in American policy.9

While all U.S. administrations have sup-
ported Israel, some (including notably that
of Bush’s father) have tempered that support
with a concern for long-term stability and
international law that has not been conspicu-
ous in the last four years. Much has been

made of the influence of Jewish “Likudniks”
in the Pentagon, such as Paul Wolfowitz and
Douglas Feith, in bringing about this policy
shift. But the concerns of Bush’s PD base
have played their part as well. Bush himself
does not bring PD theology into his poli-
tics. But other prominent Republicans, in-
cluding Bush’s fellow Texan Tom DeLay,
Majority Leader in the House of Representa-
tives, do. DeLay, one of the – if not the –
most powerful (and most conservative)
members of Congress, sees himself as hav-
ing been sent by God to “stand up for a bib-
lical worldview in everything I do and eve-
rywhere I am”10 – including Israel, where
he addressed the Knesset in July 2003, de-
scribing himself as “an Israeli of the heart”

and declaring that “Israel’s fight is our fight.”
Simple political arithmetic explains

Bush’s attentiveness to PD concerns. On the
multifaith Beliefnet website, Professor John
Green of the University of Akron and the
site’s editor-in-chief, Steven Waldman, re-
cently analyzed the “Twelve Tribes of Ameri-
can Politics.”11 They found that the religious
right (largely coincident with the PD com-
munity) and the religious left were almost
exactly the same size, 12.6 per cent of the
electorate, but that the religious right “has
had a much greater impact for the past 25
years largely because of superior organiza-
tion and drive.” The religious right “is a key
part of Bush’s base. Concentrated in the
South, they help secure a big chunk of the
Electoral College for Bush. But they are also
found in swing states, such as Florida, West
Virginia, Ohio, and Missouri.” Among the
key issues for this group, along with oppo-
sition to abortion and same-sex marriage,
is support for Israel. Support for Israel is
also crucial for another of the “tribes”: the
Jews. But the Jews constitute only 1.9 per
cent of the electorate, less than one sixth
the size of the religious right.

Moreover, many American Jews are, at
least in principle, open to a compromise
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
provided that it results in a secure Israel.
PDs, by contrast, are in principle not open
to such a solution, and in fact have no real
interest in peace, since in their end times
scenario war and conflict are part of the
prelude to Armageddon. What Jews con-
cerned about Israel have to fear from PDs is
not so much that Jews will be lost to Chris-
tianity under the Thousand-Year Reign of
Christ, but that PD influence is among the
forces preventing reasonable compromises
in Israel’s long-term interests.

We are not used to taking people who think

like PDs seriously; we are more likely to

regard them, in the words of a friend of mine

who tends toward the left of the religious

spectrum, as “lunatics with bad theology.”
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