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Western churches have 
over the last 10-15 years 
made repeated calls for 
a just peace in the Israel-

Palestine conflict. This includes adoption 
of measures referred to as BDS (boycott, 
divestment, sanctions) and calls to their 
respective governments to put stronger 
pressure on Israel to bring an end to the 
1967 occupation. Calls to boycott settle-
ment products or divest from companies 
operating in a settlement, or providing 
crucial equipment to the Israeli separation 
barrier — most of it built inside the 1967 
borders — have been strongly resented 
by other Christian actors,1 who believe 
these churches are deceiving Israel and 
revitalizing the anti-Judaism that has been 
a shameful part of the history of Western 
churches. 

Many of these actors self-identify with 
Christian Zionism, which some term Bibli-
cal Zionism. The latter term has a broader 
appeal than “Christian” when engaging 
Jews. For simplicity, the acronym CZ is 
used in this article to encompass differ-
ent forms of Christian Zionism, defined 
by the leading scholar Robert O. Smith as 
follows:

A politically mobilized strand of 
Christian fundamentalism commit-
ted to preserving Jewish control over 
all of historic Palestine to ensure the 
realization of the movement’s own 
end-time hopes.2 

While this definition is useful, not 
all adherents of Christian Zionism are 
necessarily fundamentalists. Moreover, a 
distinction must be made between those 
basing their support of the modern state 
of Israel on Biblical end-time prophe-
cies (primarily Ezeckiel, Joel, Daniel and 
Zechariah) and those basing their sup-
port on Biblical texts about land promises 
for Israelites3 from the first books of the 
Bible.4 Many of those emphasizing the 
end-time prophecies belong to premil-
lennial dispensationalism,5 which has 
its greatest representation in the United 
States. Those emphasizing covenantal land 
promises have their stronghold in Eu-
rope, the so-called International Christian 
Embassy Jerusalem (ICEJ) being the most 
important actor.6 Its media director says 
that dispensationalism “is based on errone-
ous interpretations of … the Bible,”7 but 
he does not acknowledge any associated 
harmful effects. 
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There are many reasons to be con-
cerned about the noncompromising posi-
tion of both the ordinary CZ — who claim 
that those “dividing the land” will come 
under God’s judgment8 — and the premil-
lennial dispensationalists. Irrespective of 
how much influence the CZ actors have 
over U.S. foreign policy, they are at least 
recognized as important by Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu, quoted as saying: “Israel has no 
better friends in the world than Christian 
Zionists.”9 

Hence, there is a wide split within 
Christianity over the state of Israel. While 
“official” Israel has chosen to align with 
CZ actors, it seeks to delegitimize all those, 
including churches, who are accused of 
delegitimizing Israel. Even calls for divest-
ment from companies of any nationality 
that are either operating in the illegal settle-
ments or building infrastructure upholding 
the occupation are considered anti-Semitic. 
CZ actors have engaged in a two-tiered 
strategy: first, to criticize the churches 
making decisions labeled “anti-Israeli” or 
even “anti-Jewish” or “anti-Semitic”; and 
second, to stigmatize those Christians and 
Christian organizations that are said to 
influence these very churches, purported to 
represent Christian Palestinianism (CP).

This article attempts to analyze the 
rhetoric at play between two opposite posi-
tions: CZ, a term in general use, including 
by CZ actors themselves, and CP, a term 
currently used only by their opponents.10 
The reasons it is of interest to study verbal 
exchanges between CZ and CP actors 
through the lens of the term CP are three-
fold. First, the term is new and has not 
been previously researched. Second, it 
provides an intriguing introduction to the 
worldviews and strategies of CZ actors. 
Third, it has fewer inherent prejudices at-
tached to it, as compared to terms like anti-

Semitism, anti-Zionism, anti-Israelism or 
“replacement” theology,11 the latter closely 
linked to Christian anti-Judaism. These 
terms are all applied imprecisely, as will be 
illustrated.

A brief reflection on ethical consider-
ations in undertaking this analysis is neces-
sary. I have chaired Friends of Sabeel Nor-
way since 2007. Sabeel, Arabic for “water 
source” and “way,” has offices in Jerusa-
lem and Nazareth and “friends” associa-
tions in a dozen countries. This has given 
Sabeel a platform to reach a wide audience 
in several countries, making it a target for 
many CZ actors. Sabeel is said to “spear-
head the [CP] movement,” with its found-
er, Naim Ateek, being the “chief archi-
tect.”12 I am critical of many CZ authors’ 
inaccuracies. For instance, Paul Wilkinson, 
who labeled CP (see more below),13 made 
strong allegations against the document 
titled Kairos Palestine. Published by 13 
influential Palestinian Christian men and 
women in 2009, it called for an end to the 
Israeli occupation, labeled a “sin” (kairos 
is Greek for the “appointed time”). Wilkin-
son alleges that Kairos Palestine includes 
the following message: “Israel is an 
apartheid state, guilty of genocide, ethnic 
cleansing and war crimes, and the state 
of Israel is a sin against God…” and that 
“WorldVision is totally against Israel.”14 
While all of these are wrong,15 it might be 
that other observations made by Wilkinson 
or other authors are both accurate and a 
fruitful basis for further investigations. I 
seek to relate to the writing of CZ actors 
critically and without prejudice, even if I 
myself might be one of those targeted.

THE ORIGIN OF TERMS 
The term “Palestinianism” was first 

used in a publication in chapter 14 (“Pales-
tinianism: The New Eurabian Cult”) of Bat 
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Yeor’s 2005 book Eurabia: The Euro-Arab 
Axis. The authors cited in explaining the 
emergence of this term are Kenneth Cragg 
(1913-2012; Anglican bishop of Egypt 
1970-74 and Oxford Professor of Theol-
ogy)16 and Naim Ateek (b. 1937; Anglican, 
founder and current chairperson of the 
Board of Sabeel; originator of the term 
“morally responsible investments,” which 
inspired BDS).17 Neither of them uses 
“Palestinianism.” The term is introduced 
by Yeor to capture the overall message of 
this “cult,” characterized by conferring “a 
theological value upon Palestinian suffer-
ing, …drummed into the European politi-
cal conscience through the church institu-
tions, the media and Eurabian networks.”18 
Hence, even if theology were relevant 
and church institutions were identified as 
central to the emergence of the term “Pal-
estinianism,” Yeor did not apply the term 
Christian Palestinianism.

When specifying the means through 
which Palestinianism had been promoted, 
Yeor identifies “the traditional Christian 
demonization of the Jews.”19 She also 
claims that Palestinianism “provides the 
moral justification for the elimination of 
the state of Israel.”20 While Yeor refers to 
several sources, starting with Saint Au-
gustine, her linking of the tragic history 
of Christian anti-Judaism and the current 
“justification for the elimination of the 
state of Israel” fails to convince.

Yeor then introduces Palestinian Lib-
eration Theology (PLT), rightly identify-
ing Naim Ateek as its conceptualizer. Her 
subsequent description of PLT is less pre-
cise, however: “These Christians believe 
that they would thereby obey God’s will 
by helping to destroy Israel by whatever 
means.”21 This is a very inaccurate descrip-
tion of PLT. To quote Sabeel, established 
by Ateek in 1994, 

Our faith teaches that following in the 
footsteps of Christ means standing 
for the oppressed, working for justice, 
and seeking peace-building opportuni-
ties, and it challenges us to empower 
local Christians… [and] to pursue 
ways of finding answers to ongoing 
theological questions about the sanc-
tity of life, justice, and peace.22

This formulation seems to capture 
the essence of PLT. The emphasis is on 
following in the footsteps of Jesus and 
the prophets in calling for repentance and 
justice. It is true that Sabeel’s “vision for 
the future” is for one state,23 but this has 
to come as the result of a long process 
of building mutual trust and a drastically 
improved security situation. 

PLT is concerned with the universal-
ization of the Christian Gospel and seeks 
to build on Christ’s example. The term 
“contextual theology” is applied by other 
Palestinians, but Ateek and Sabeel promote 
PLT. Their inspiration comes from Bibli-
cal stories of liberation and the teachings 
of Jesus.24 Old Testament stories of land 
conquest and attacks that can justifiably be 
termed genocide are downplayed, while 
God’s universal love is highlighted. In 
short, PLT takes God’s universal mission 
of salvation as its starting point. The term 
CP, on the other hand, takes the modern 
state of Israel, and others’ attitudes to it, as 
its starting point. 

Melanie Phillips, in her 2006 book 
Londonistan: How Britain Is Creating a 
Terror State Within, identifies Anglican 
Palestinian Christians as influencing the 
Anglican Church. She found an “extreme 
viciousness” and “monstrous mindset” 
in the Anglican Church,25 whose 2006 
synod decided to divest from “companies 
profiting from the illegal occupation.…”26 
Former Anglican Bishop Riah Abu el-
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Assal and Naim Ateek were identified, the 
former for claiming “the right to inherit the 
[Old Testament] promises” and the latter, 
whose “influence is immense,” for engag-
ing in a “systematic vilification of the 
Jewish state.”27

Phillips does not apply the terms Pales-
tinianism or CP, but she has been associ-
ated with the latter term.28 Presenting more 
nuances than Yeor, Phillips accuses Ateek 
of delegitimizing the state of Israel; yet, 
when engaging in theology, she contradicts 
herself. First, she seeks to delegitimize 
Ateek for writing that there is no theologi-
cal basis for the modern state of Israel.29 
Then she claims the state of Israel “is not 
based on divine revelations. …”30 Phil-
lips’s contribution has been to reinforce a 
negative image of Palestinian Christians 
and some specific leaders, not to introduce 
the term CP. 

In 2007, Paul Wilkinson’s PhD dis-
sertation was published as a book. In a 
chapter titled “Christian Palestinianism,” 
he claims that the term CP was “classified” 
by him.31 Based on the analysis above, I 
agree. I do not, however, agree with his 
assertion that “Naim Ateek essentially 
founded Christian Palestinianism in 1994, 
when he launched the Palestinian Ecumen-
ical Liberation Theology Center known as 
Sabeel.”32 He is alleging that PLT and CP 
are essentially one and the same.

 Authors highly critical of Islam have 
popularized the term CP. While neither 
Phillips nor Yeor accuses Sabeel of directly 
promoting Islam, this has been done by 
others, using terms like “Chrislam.”33 Jihad 
Watch has also attacked Sabeel.34 It is note-
worthy that this organization, whose pur-
pose is to fight militant Islam, is focusing 
attention on a Christian organization seek-
ing to mobilize justice-seeking and peace-
seeking Christians, Jews and Muslims. 

CLARIFYING THE TERM
Christian Palestinianism is a new 

term that has been presented as “a system 
of thought that opposes Christian Zion-
ism.”35 It is applied by CZ authors to 
delegitimize Christians who, according to 
Paul Wilkinson, share the following eight 
wide-ranging views, from standard Chris-
tian doctrine to fringe positions.36 Only the 
third, seventh and eighth are both distinct 
and precise enough to be applied to under-
standing, assessing and — if necessary — 
challenging CP:

1. The Bible is not Jewish, but Christian. 
No one engaged in the struggle for a just 
peace in Israel and Palestine has ever 
said anything that can be interpreted as 
questioning that the Bible was written 
down by Jews. Hence, there is no basis 
for such an allegation. 

2. The Church is not a new people, but 
the new Israel. The term “Israel” is 
explained in several of the epistles in the 
New Testament, for instance Romans 
9:6b: “For not all who are descended 
from Israel are Israel.”37 The New Testa-
ment books assert that those believing 
in Jesus Christ are the chosen people of 
God or “Israel,” not those with a particu-
lar descent. This is conventional theolo-
gy. Therefore, this position can hardly be 
so distinctive as to constitute an element 
in CP. 

3. Among CP actors, the land is not termed 
Israel, but Palestine. CP actors sup-
port the establishment of a Palestinian 
state inside the 1967 borders, stressing 
that this represents only 22 percent of 
historical Palestine. They have lobbied 
their governments for recognition of 
Palestine. While Sabeel has promoted a 
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two-state solution, it has also expressed 
the following “vision for the future”: 
“One state for two nations and three 
religions.”38 Many protagonists of CZ 
have a very different terminology. They 
refer to “Judea and Samaria” and use 
terms like Arabs or “Palestinians” (with 
quotation marks). Moreover, standard 
CZ claims that there has never been an 
independent Palestinian state and that 
Jordan is the Palestinian state.39 This has 
been refuted by international lawyers.40 

4. The Holocaust is not remembered, only 
resented. The meaning of these two 
verbs here is unclear. No leading CP ac-
tors have expressed views that cast doubt 
on the Holocaust. Some have, however, 
presented the Holocaust as effectively 
being used to “immunize Israel from 
censure,”41 while another leading CP 
advocate, Sabeel founder Naim Ateek, 
clearly stated in his first book, published 
in 1989, that Palestinians must acknowl-
edge the Holocaust, as it represents “the 
only justification … today for the pres-
ence of Israel. … [The Jews] have suf-
fered for so long. Come share our land. 
This is God’s land.”42 Ateek’s acknowl-
edgement of the Holocaust and general 
anti-Judaism is not uncommon among 
CP actors. In the absence of a clearer 
understanding of what “resent” and 
“remember” imply, I chose not to pursue 
this element in the analysis below.

5. The state of Israel is not prophetic, but 
illegitimate. The term “illegitimate” is 
also difficult to define. If this is about 
the basis of the state of Israel in interna-
tional law, no person affiliated with CP 
will deny that Israel has legal standing in 
international law — even if it has never 
defined its physical borders and is there-

fore an abnormal state. Among those 
having accepted Israel is Naim Ateek.43 
If, on the other hand, the perspectives of 
the CZ actors are the basis, their support 
for Israel is based on what they consider 
to be the special divine status of the 
modern state. This position is not at all 
shared by CP proponents, who generally 
agree that Israel was not established by 
divine intervention and hence understand 
it as “non-prophetic.” The terms “pro-
phetic” and “illegitimate” simply refer 
to two different spheres. Making them 
opposites is only logical if one accepts 
the CZ perspective of Israel’s having a 
“prophetic” status. This element is also 
too lacking in merit to deserve further 
attention.  

6. Israeli Jews are illegal occupiers. This 
element makes sense only if the phrase 
“living in settlements beyond the 1967 
border” is added. If this element is taken 
at face value without this addition, it 
must also be dismissed, as it is not an 
appropriate basis from which to identify 
the core of CP. Proponents of CP are 
calling for an end to the occupation as 
a crucial step in building a just peace 
but do not consider Israeli Jews living 
in Israel proper to be illegal occupiers. 
Whether those Jews currently living 
beyond the 1967 border who want to 
live in a possible future Palestinian state 
should be allowed to do so is a conten-
tious issue.44 

7. Biblical prophecies merely represent 
moral manifestos. While this term is not 
clear, it is obvious that CP actors do not 
see current events in the Middle East as 
fulfilling prophecies. Nevertheless, those 
affiliated with CP do not ignore those 
parts of the Bible that are about land 
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promises, as illustrated by several chap-
ters in the book from the 2013 Sabeel 
Conference, including those by Naim 
Ateek.45 Hence, sayings and writings 
by CP advocates on how to understand 
the Bible are relevant to include in the 
analysis below. 

8. Jesus Christ is not Jewish, but Palestin-
ian. Both Palestinian political leaders 
and church leaders have referred to Jesus 
as a Palestinian.46 It is relevant to discuss 
this element below, to elaborate on the 
basis for this understanding as well as its 
accuracy.

THREE SUBSTANTIAL 
ACCUSATIONS 

As we have seen, there are serious 
problems in how CP is defined and applied 
by its opponents. Their antagonistic ap-
proach will, however, be further examined, 
in order to identify whether there exists 
a substantial basis for their accusations. 
The substantiated allegations (“elements”) 
identified above concerned CP actors talk-
ing about Palestine and not Israel, ignoring 
Biblical prophecies, and identifying Jesus 
as a Palestinian rather than a Jew. 

The accusation that the term Palestine 
is preferred over Israel is substantial if it 
implies a lack of acknowledgement of the 
state of Israel. Both Israeli and Palestinian 
authorities publish maps that are incorrect, 
primarily by omitting the so-called 1967 
borders or referring to the Green Line 
based on the 1949 Armistice Agreements. 
Under no circumstances can it be wrong 
to refer to Palestine as the historical name 
that traditionally was used. Moreover, 
even if the Palestinian Authority does not 
have unimpeded control over Palestinian 
territory, borders and airspace, it cannot 
be considered wrong to apply the term 

“(occupied) Palestine” rather than the term 
“the Palestinian territories.” Neither of 
these implies a delegitimation of the state 
of Israel. If one accepts these two facts, 
no strong CZ allegations against CP have 
been found. Gary Burge, an Evangelical 
labeled as representing CP,47 has specified 
that he uses the official names that have 
been applied in the different periods, such 
as Judea when describing events taking 
place in or around Jerusalem at the time 
of Jesus Christ and the first disciples, and 
Israel-Palestine for the current situation.48

The second substantial accusation, 
ignoring Biblical prophecies, obviously 
represents an irreconcilable divide between 
CZ and CP. It might be somewhat diffi-
cult to grasp the core of the CZ position. 
Wilkinson’s approach is “to acknowledge 
the sovereign hand of God in Israel’s rees-
tablishment in 1948.”49 What exactly this 
“sovereign hand” did is not explained. A 
general understanding among CZ propo-
nents is that God made use of the United 
Nations in the vote for Resolution 181 on 
November 29, 1947, presumably by af-
fecting how delegates voted. It is general 
knowledge that, contrary to the advice of 
the U.S. State Department and the secre-
tary of state, President Truman — known 
to be an Evangelical — instructed his UN 
ambassador to vote in favor of the partition 
and convinced other states to do the same. 
Moreover, there is a general understand-
ing among essentially all CZ adherents 
that God has stood with the state of Israel 
in all subsequent wars, but they do not 
explicitly explain how God has acted. 
The general inspiration for this support is 
certain “blessing and cursing” verses (Gen-
esis 12.3a; Isaiah 60:12a; Psalms 122:6). 
The “explanation” for the modern state of 
Israel is allegedly found in Isaiah 66:8b: 
“Can a country be born in a day…?” 
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Contrary to these views, CP adherents 
are convinced that neither theological 
land promises nor “blessing and cursing” 
verses directed to Abraham, “Zion” and 
“Jerusalem” (Genesis 12.3a; Isaiah 60:12a; 
Psalms 122:6, respectively), can be used in 
twenty-first-century negotiations or diplo-
macy. Rather, one must emphasize justice, 
dignity, nondiscrimination and mutual 
respect, or at least minimal levels of toler-
ance when establishing and running states. 
Hence, the accusation that CP advocates 
are undermining the theological or divine 
legitimacy of the modern state of Israel is 
factually true but, nevertheless, irrelevant. 
Religious texts cannot serve as a basis for 
state formation. 

Turning to the third substantive ac-
cusation, on how Jesus is presented, it is 
true that Ateek, identified above as having 
an “immense influence,”50 has referred to 
Jesus as “a Palestinian living under an oc-
cupation.”51 In a long note, Ateek explains 
his choice by stating that “Palestinian” 
refers to geography, not ethnicity. He 
reminds us of the use of the term Pales-
tine by the first-century Jewish historian 
Josephus, stating that the term Palestine 
can be used figuratively.52 Ateek knew that 
this terminology would cause protests, and 
it has.53 

The principle of using the official 
names and correct denominations should 
generally apply. There was a relatively 
large Roman province called Judea from 6 
to 135 A.D., and a smaller Roman prov-
ince called Galilee. From 135 to 390, the 
name of the Roman province was Syria-
Palæstina; subsequently Palestine contin-
ued to be the name. “Palestine” might have 
been in general use in the first century, but 
irrespective of this, Jesus was born, raised 
and died as a Jew — and carried out his 
mission among Jews. Hence, to identify 

Jesus as a Palestinian is not correct, and it 
is fully possible to emphasize the fact that 
Jesus and his disciples lived under occupa-
tion while affirming their Jewishness.

ADDITIONAL ACCUSATIONS
Only one of the accusations character-

izing CP can be considered reasonable: 
calling Jesus a Palestinian. These eight 
are not, however, the only criticisms 
raised against CP. Additional accusations, 
primarily directed against Ateek, can be 
sorted under four general headings: Using 
Biblical allegories to describe Israel’s poli-
cies and Palestinian suffering; justifying 
Palestinian violence; applying the term 
“apartheid” to Israel’s policies; and declar-
ing Muslim extremism to be a lesser threat 
than Christian and Jewish extremism. Note 
that this list does not include the call for 
BDS, found initially to be the primary mo-
tivation for the increase in criticism against 
CP after 2005. For each of the accusations, 
I will first present Ateek’s writings and 
then analyze them. 

First, Ateek used three Biblical al-
legories in the early 2000s: a 2000 Christ-
mas message (“modern day ‘Herods’ … 
in the Israeli government”); a 2001 Easter 
message (“The Israeli government cru-
cifixion system…”); and a 2001 sermon 
(“Israel has placed … Palestinians in a 
tomb. It is similar to … Jesus’ tomb”). All 
of them have been subject to harsh criti-
cism.54 These three allegories are allegedly 
making explicit links between the policies 
of the state of Israel and attempts to kill 
Jesus or prevent his resurrection, each 
representing a “deicide charge.”55 Ateek 
has not directly countered this criticism 
but responded, “I certainly have never 
suggested the abhorrent idea that Jews 
bear collective responsibility for the death 
of Jesus.”56 On the crucifixion, Ateek has 



48

Middle East Policy, Vol. XXIV, No. 2, Summer 2017

explained that it is a common Christian 
symbol of suffering and that he will “op-
pose anyone who abuses it by invoking it 
against Jews today.”57

Ateek’s overall idea seems to be that 
Biblical allegories will create stronger em-
pathy for Palestinian suffering. And it must 
be acknowledged that, as a priest seek-
ing to make theology relevant in today’s 
world, Ateek should be allowed to pres-
ent allegories that might be eye-openers. 
However, in view of the long and tragic 
history of anti-Judaism and its impact on 
Jewish-Christian relations, and the risk that 
Christian symbols and allegories might by 
be exploited by uncompromising anti-Se-
mitic actors, there are good reasons to be 
cautious in using such allegories in refer-
ence to the policies of the state of Israel. 
Ateek carefully distinguishes between 
Jews and the state of Israel, but some see 
his profound criticism of Israel’s policies 
as simply anti-Jewish.58 Generally, terms 
such as “comparable to”59 or “similar to” 
(the tomb allegory) are not wise; all situ-
ations are unique. While caution must be 
exercised when using allegories, this warn-
ing does not apply to substantive, specific 
and well-founded criticism of the policies 
of the state of Israel or any other political 
authorities. 

The second accusation, justifying 
Palestinian violence, involves the booklet 
Suicide Bombers: What Is Theologically 
and Morally Wrong with Suicide Bomb-
ings? A Palestinian Christian Perspective, 
written by Ateek in 2003. He says that 
suicide bombing must be condemned, as 
it is not a legitimate form of resistance.60 
He also writes that, while the Arabic terms 
shehada (to witness) and shahid (a wit-
ness) originally had the same meaning as 
the Christian understanding of martyrdom, 
the term “shahid” has been used to refer to 

those dying in the Palestinian struggle.61 
Ateek affirms that, from a Christian per-
spective, it is never right to kill for God’s 
sake.62 Nevertheless, he makes serious 
attempts to understand Palestinian sui-
cide bombers: “The suicide bombers have 
made the supreme sacrifice, the offering 
of themselves for their faith (in the way 
they understand God) and for their home-
land.”63 The formulation “high esteem for 
all those who have given their life…” is 
found in the Kairos Palestine document,64 
where suicide bombers can be understood 
as “shahid.” 

This terminology can be explained 
in three ways. First, Ateek and the other 
authors of Kairos Palestine are under the 
influence of the current Islamic under-
standing of who is a “shahid.” Second, the 
audience for these messages is primarily 
Palestinian, a large percentage of whom 
have been found by the Pew Research 
Center to support suicide bombings, with 
only 16 percent saying they can never 
be justified.65 Third, there is simply an 
inadequate understanding of the harm sui-
cide bombing inflicts on both Israelis and 
Palestinians — harm to the latter from the 
retaliation by Israel in response to suicide 
bombers.66 Which of these explanations 
is the most credible? As all of the authors 
possess both theological competence and 
compassion, it seems reasonable to place 
the heaviest emphasis on the second ex-
planation. The strength of the messages of 
faith, hope and love are severely compro-
mised by the “given their life” (Kairos 
Palestine) and “supreme sacrifice” (Ateek) 
formulations.

Third, on the apartheid terminology, 
Ateek does not employ it frequently67 but 
has used the term “apartheid wall.”68 He 
has, rather, referred to how many South 
Africans use the term apartheid when 
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describing the situation in occupied Pal-
estine. Ateek has made use of the Hebrew 
terms hafrada (separation) and nishool 
(dispossession) as appropriate to describe 
Israeli occupation policies69 and has also 
referred to hafrada and nishool as “an 
Israeli form of apartheid.”70 In this con-
text, it is relevant to note that an official 
Israeli name for the separation barrier is 
geder hahafrada. It is reasonable to infer 
that Ateek uses the term apartheid as an 
illustration of Israel’s policies, and not — 
as alleged by the Anti-Defamation League 
of B’nai B’rith — that Ateek has “accused 
Israel of practicing apartheid.…”71

The definition of apartheid as con-
tained in the 1973 International Conven-
tion on the Suppression and Punishment 
of the Crime of Apartheid also applies to 
“similar policies and practices of racial 
segregation and discrimination … as 
practiced in southern Africa” (Article 
I.1 and II). Nothing in the convention 
says that apartheid is characterized by a 
minority segregating and discriminating 
against a majority, even if this character-
ized apartheid as practiced is southern 
Africa. The majority/minority argument 
is implicit in two former Israeli prime 
ministers’ approaches on the question of 
one state versus two states in the context of 
Israel-Palestine.72 There are alternatives to 
apartheid in describing Israel’s policies — 
ethnocracy, for instance.73 Non-Jews in Is-
rael experience discrimination in different 
realms.74 Moreover, at least in Jerusalem, 
Israel still maintains “official guidelines” 
on the distribution of Jews to non-Jews; 
initially 72:28;75 currently 60:40.76 Israel 
does, however, practice formal equality as 
regards political rights.77 

The fourth accusation involves declar-
ing Muslim extremism to be a lesser threat 
than Christian and Jewish extremism. This 

is illustrated in a letter to the former Angli-
can archbishop of Canterbury:

You singled out the extremist Is-
lamists as a threat to Christian 
presence, but neglected to mention 
two other extremists groups, namely, 
Jewish extremists represented by the 
religious and racist settlers on the 
West Bank … and Christian extrem-
ists … that support Israel blindly 
and unconditionally. ...[T]he last two 
groups … are a greater threat to us 
than the extremist Islamists.78 

The former archbishop also used 
terms “violent extremism” and “extremist 
atrocities,”79 and he talked about terror-
ism atrocities, while Ateek primarily 
addressed attitudes and policies, includ-
ing the “present extreme rightwing Israeli 
government.”80 

The two men were essentially talk-
ing about different issues. The archbishop 
could have used the term “religious ter-
rorism,” instead of the term “extremist,” 
which is an ideological label and should be 
reserved for opposition to basic elements 
of democracy.81 This encompasses inad-
equate recognition of secular laws or insti-
tutions (as contrasted with God-given). It 
also applies to actions or the facilitating of 
actions that seek to prevent the enjoyment 
of political rights to groups of people. 
Based on this, it seems justified to charac-
terize as extremist both the Jewish settlers 
who want to take control over more land, 
irrespective of the consequences, and their 
Christian supporters and funders. 

Turning back to whether Ateek’s 
“greater threat” formulation can justifiably 
be criticized, one must take some facts 
into account. First, neither the archbishop 
nor Ateek defined extremism, but were 
addressing different issues. Second, they 
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focused on different geographical areas 
(the Middle East versus Israel-Palestine), 
as the term “us” in Ateek’s response must 
be understood as Palestinian Christians. 
Third, this exchange happened in 2011, 
before the full-scale civil war in Syria and 
the rise of the so-called Islamic State (IS) 
and new threats to the security of states 
and individuals. Thus, while it is fully 
justified to oppose Zionism and Israel’s 
occupation policy and warfare tactics as 
violating the principles of international hu-
manitarian law (proportionality, distinction 
and military necessity), to claim that Jew-
ish and Christian extremism are “greater 
threats” than Islamic extremism seems 
difficult to justify. Current forms of both 
Christian and Jewish Zionism do, however, 
impede necessary compromises, and the 
former, in particular, views violence from 
an end-time perspective.82 

The first, second and fourth accusa-
tions discussed above have been substanti-
ated, but the third has not: that Ateek says 
Israel’s policies are apartheid. In addition, 
the term does not feature in the Kairos Pal-
estine document, despite allegations that it 
does.83 The terms “apartheid wall,” “Apart-
heid Paradigm,”84 and “an Israeli form of 
apartheid” do occur in Ateek’s writings.85 
The Hebrew term “hafrada” (separation) 
has been used by Ateek, but less often 
since his 2008 book.86 

Acknowledging the merits of the other 
three accusations does not imply that 
Ateek or others should refrain from being 
prophetic, justice-centered and Bible-cen-
tered — rather the opposite, as their writ-
ings have inspired and changed the views 
of many. Moreover, it does not imply that 
there should be less-specific demands on 
Israel, the most powerful actor in the con-
flict but rather the opposite, as Israel has 
the keys to solving it. Accountability must 

also, of course, be demanded of Palestinian 
authorities and political actors. 

  
IS THE TERM CP USEFUL?

This article has revealed that there is a 
legitimate basis to challenge CP. The CZ 
authors have, however, been imprecise in 
their accusations against CP actors — for 
instance, how Kairos Palestine is pre-
sented.87 The harshest claim against Ateek 
is that he is anti-Jewish or anti-Semitic. 
According to the Anti-Defamation League 
(ADL):

 
Harsh and strident criticism [of 
Israel’s policies] and advocacy does 
[sic] not constitute anti-Semitism. […] 
[E]ven if strident anti-Israel activism 
is not motivated by anti-Semitism, at 
times, these campaigns create an envi-
ronment which makes anti-Semitism 
more acceptable.88 
 
While Ateek has been vocal in calling 

for BDS,89 he promotes a “narrow” BDS, 
directed against actors of any national-
ity who undertake activities for Israel and 
Israeli settlements in occupied Palestine.90 
Distinguishing between Israel proper and 
occupied Palestine is termed “differen-
tiation” by the EU, is official EU policy, 
and represents neither anti-Semitism nor 
delegitimation/demonization of the state of 
Israel. Maintaining this position, therefore, 
cannot be termed illegitimate, even if one 
disagrees with the policy. 

The second accusation, that Ateek is 
anti-Israeli, also appears. The ADL has 
listed the Friends of Sabeel North America 
(FOSNA) among its top 10 “Anti-Israel 
Groups.”91 In his 1989 book, Ateek argued 
that the state of Israel should be main-
tained, because the alternative would 
mean too much injustice; however, Israel 
has to end its occupation of the territo-
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ries conquered in the 1967 war.92 If one 
recognizes Israel within its internationally 
recognized (1967) borders — the only ap-
proach compatible with international law 
— Ateek cannot be said to be anti-Israeli. 
If, on the other hand, one understands 
Israel to be an expansionist state promot-
ing gradual conquest through settlements, 
both Ateek and international law would 
oppose it.

The third accusation, that Ateek is 
anti-Zionist, is justified. The problem with 
the term Zionism, however, is that it has 
so many diverse meanings. Its conver-
sion from a left-wing, secular ideology to 
a religiously justified one is remarkable. 
Ateek does not subscribe to the religious 
justification for Zionism, as he identifies 
Zionism with injustice, for which he finds 
no Biblical basis.93 This position does not 
imply that Jews do not have a historical, 
religious, cultural and emotional attach-
ment to the territory between the Jordan 
River and the Mediterranean Sea.

Hence, all “anti” labeling is problem-
atic. For that reason alone, an alternative 
term is worth investigating, even if it is 
developed by one’s opponents. Is the term 
Christian Palestinianism appropriate? On 
the face of it, it was developed in oppo-
sition to CZ. Since the divides between 
Christians on the issue of Israel-Palestine 
are wide in all respects, it is useful to 
briefly consider CP and CZ in terms of 
their scope, content and simplicity. 

On scope, CP might erroneously indi-
cate that it is a special theology applying 
to Palestine, while Christian theology is 
universal. On the other hand, as the Bible 
is used to justify Israeli expansionism, it 
is relevant to have a particular theological 
approach to counter this.94 Note also that 
Palestinian theologians identified in the 
article would prefer to have the Palestinian 

Liberation Theology (PLT) label applied to 
their position.

 On content, in order to adequately 
describe CP, those actors affiliated with it 
should be invited to define their position. 
Such effort will elucidate dimensions other 
than those presented by Wilkinson, such as 
the dichotomy between human rights (CP) 
and divine rights (CZ). 

On simplicity, CP is applied as a nega-
tive label that might have appeal among 
CZ actors and other supporters of the 
modern state of Israel. Their starting point 
— the modern state of Israel as the alleged 
fulfillment of biblical prophecy — is so 
far removed from those who are being 
criticized (God’s universal love inspiring 
efforts for a just peace in Palestine-Israel) 
that it is unlikely the term CP can gain 
general support. 

CONCLUSION
Christian Palestinianism is applied as a 

negative label by authors with antipathies; 
some who apply the term identify CP as a 
new form of anti-Semitism.95 Therefore, 
the CP terminology must be understood 
as a discourse that seeks to build religio-
political alliances with Christian Zionists 
and other supporters of the modern state 
of Israel. Moreover, by ascribing conten-
tious and subjective characteristics to those 
allegedly belonging to CP, its adversaries 
have robbed the term of its intellectual 
value. 

While this analysis has primarily been 
done through a CP “lens,” this does not 
imply that the term CP is valued over the 
term PLT — rather the opposite. However, 
in order to investigate the potential as well 
as the weaknesses of those aligning with 
a CP worldview, it has been necessary to 
elaborate in depth on CP perspectives and 
accusations.
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Even if the term CP is not frequently 
applied in scholarly or popular circles, 
there are many who adhere to its basic 
premise: that the modern state of Israel is 
the starting point for understanding world 
events, and that one’s relationship to this 
state is decisive for both individual and 
national destinies. This is simply because 
God is believed to be behind the establish-
ment and thriving of this modern state, and 
those who oppose it are allegedly opposing 
God.96 

Some of the criticisms from Christian 
Zionists are valid. Five of the criticisms 
raised against Naim Ateek were found to 
be justified: arguing that Jesus is seen as 
a Palestinian; using Biblical allegories 
on Israel’s policies; indirectly justifying 
Palestinians’ sacrificing themselves; hold-
ing Islamic extremism as a lesser threat; 

and being anti-Zionist. Ateek is, however, 
neither anti-Semitic nor anti-Israeli, if the 
modern state of Israel is understood in 
secular terms. Rather, he is an advocate 
of justice who finds inspiration in biblical 
prophets and the teachings and life of Jesus 
Christ.

Some of the terminology applied by 
both Kairos Palestine and Ateek can be 
understood to communicate with a Pales-
tinian audience, and not only with a global 
(Western) one. I believe Palestinian theo-
logians and churches should be ready to 
confront Palestinians and any other actors 
who apply terminology and perspectives 
that deserve to be confronted, as when 
murderers are called shahids (martyrs) 
on Fatah’s official Facebook page.97 Both 
religious values and belief in human rights 
provide adequate justification. 
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