The Roger Williams church school class at Northside Drive Baptist church 9-week study of the history and causes of the Israel-Palestine Middle East conflict, and the reality on the ground there today.

Designed and led by Jim Barksdale

The Roger Williams church school class at Northside Drive Baptist church invites you to join us for a 9-week study of the history and causes of the Israel-Palestine Middle East conflict, and the reality on the ground there today.  The study series begins January 30, and our hope is to bring clarity and understanding to a topic that affects us all.   Jim Barksdale, who travelled to Israel and the West Bank last year, will lead the series.  The class meets on the second floor of the main administration building, and class discussion will begin promptly at 9:45AM and end at 10:45 AM (worship service begins at 11:00 if you care to stay)  The outline is below, and we hope you can join us.

Jan. 30:   Introduction & Current Viewpoints

Feb. 6:    1880 – 1919: Zionism & WWI

Feb. 13:  1919 – 1947: The British Mandate & Immigration

Feb. 20:  1947 – 1949: Formation of Israel & Consequences

Feb. 27:  1949 – Today: Israel’s History & Wars

Mar. 6:    Today: Refugees & Right of Return

Mar. 13:  Today: Settlements, Walls, Checkpoints & Consequences

Mar. 20:  Today: Non-violent vs. Violent Resistance in Palestine

Mar. 27:  Today: Legal Rights

 

Pre-class Introduction

I’ve found Braverman’s book quite profound in revealing a presence of which I was unaware – the presence of ‘silence’ by Christianity toward one severe and long-lived injustice due to its guilt over another.   I’ve debated how to lead this discussion.  I believe we have enough ground to cover discussing the issues for Christians (covered in chapters 5-8), without trying to deal with Judaism’s issues (covered in chapters 1-4).  So, while I think you should read the entire book, let’s begin with that focus (chapters 5-8).
 
To begin, before we get influenced by the author’s words & analysis, I think we must each determine for ourselves what Jesus believed his ministry/message to be about, or at least what the Biblical authors thought his ministry/message to be about.   It may seem strange, but  I suggest you each begin by reading the Gospel of John.   (I prefer red-letter & King James myself.)  I think you will see that therein lies the heart of the debate – Christianity’s relationship to Judaism at launch phase. 
 
In John, we endure episode after episode, story after story, of a running argument between Jesus and the Jews (especially Jesus versus Pharisees).   Why?  And what about?     This is significant.    Yes, there is the obvious part, that Love should trump Law.  But, there is more, the context of the story.
 
I suggest you take the time to read the rather-long information on Wikipedia about Pharisees, and what they believed.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pharisees)  The very word ‘Pharisee’ means separation, and their’s was a popular (rather than priestly) sect arguing for Jewish separation from, rather than assimilation with, Hellenism/Greek and subsequently Roman, culture.   (Sounds like Zionism we studied, right?)  Its important context to help us answer the meaning/message of Jesus’ ministry, or at least the message put forward by the Gospel’s authors.
 
In John, after 15 chapters of persistent criticism of the Pharisees, we finally reach chapter 17, a crescendo to the finale: John’s last statements attributed to Jesus before death.  Maybe these words, placed as the final message, contain what the Gospel authors were thinking as the meaning of the ministry.   Instead of Jewish/Pharisaic separation, read John 17, particularly verses 18-23.    Why are these the final words of the story prior to crucifixion?
 
This message of Judaism’s separation/tribalism vs. Christianity’s universalism (which unfortunately became polluted as triumphalism), is a core part of what we will encounter in Braverman’s book, and thus, useful and fertile ground for preparation for our discussions. That is where we will begin.
  
Be thinking about –
1. Is Anti-Judaism / Anti-Semitism embedded in Christianity’s founding?
2. Does this mean Christianity shares responsibility for the Holocaust?
3. What did Jesus, and his immediate Biblical followers, have to say about Judaism and the Pharisees?
4. Was there a difference between the message of Jesus vs. Paul with respect to Judaism, and if so, what? And why?
5. How is the philosophy of the Pharisees similar to that of Zionists?
 
Also, if you have time, try to read the following Wikipedia article on Pharisees .  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pharisees
Class 1

We had an unusually powerful discussion this Sunday, trying to answer one question:  “Can you (or Christianity) have differences with Judaism, without being anti-Semitic?”  The question is loaded both on the front-end and the back-end.
 
On the front-end, what differences might “Christians” have with Judaism?  Or what differences did Jesus and his followers have with Judaism?  For example, do you (or did Jesus) believe there was a differentiated love on the part of a God who chose and favored one group of humans over another?  Do you  (or did Jesus) believe this God’s discrimination on behalf of one group of humans versus another resulted in a Covenant of land rather than with one’s spirit inside?  Do you (or did Jesus) believe rituals mattered more than love?  And love of whom (a chosen tribe, or all people, even your enemies?) Do you (or did Jesus) believe in separation into groups/tribes rather than non-separation? And so on…
 
And if you hold these differences, would you be willing to say to a Jewish friend: “I don’t believe there is any Covenant of Land?”  Or would you be too fearful at being labeled “anti-Semitic”, which is the back-end of the question…..
 
We know many Semitic Jews 2000 years ago converted to Christianity, and later many converted to Islam (some under force), and likewise many non-semitic groups (particularly the Khazars) converted to Judaism .  So, is/was any claim of land-Covenant based on one’s mothers’ DNA or ritual adherence; and why the loss of such land-claim or land-rights when free-will is exercised to adopt another belief/religion?  Is free-will to be punished by this God?  Are differences in beliefs or tenets better described as simply differences with Judaism’s tenets, just as we all might have legitimate differences with the beliefs of capitalism, communism, Christianity, Hinduism, etc.  And does the use of the phrase anti-semitic intentionally de-legitimize the belief-differences by mis-labeling them as genetic racism?   And isn’t the invoking of a racism label one that stifles conversation by both threatening Christianity’s identity as “universal”, while highlighting it’s culpability over the holocaust, and its hypocrisy/sin of being “non-universal” with respect to Jews (which rose from the institutionalization of Christianity as it defined its identity as separate from that of Judaism’s).
 
Without covering all the class discussion, Jim Mahaffey’s discussion of how William Tecumseh Sherman wrote a letter after Custer’s "Last Stand”, wherein he proposed a “Final Solution” for the Indians (extermination in camps away from news coverage), and how that letter’s phrases were intentionally adopted by the Nazis for their “final solution” to mimic American actions against Indians in its actions against Jews, and the similarity of the cleansing of Indians in America with the cleansing of Palestine of non-Jews, was intensely thought-provoking.   Is the “final-solution” for the non-Jews in Palestine (as was so-often made clear in our readings of Jabotinsky and other Zionist leaders of Israel):  “on the other side of the Jordan”, or “out of Eretz Israel” ?  Is this reflected in the policies of Israel since 1948? 
 
Finally, there was a discussion of the danger of government empowerment of religious ideas, whether as happened with Christianity under Constantine, or with Israel in 1948.
 
Next week, we will probably stay with Chapter 5 of Braverman’s book, as there are more layers of the onion to peel…  Hope to see you there.
 

Class 2

Today we focused on Chapter 6 of Fatal Embrace - the re-framing brought about by post-Holocaust Christian theology.  From early Christianity through the Holocaust, the basic theological premise was that Jesus, as Messiah, was the fulfillment of scriptures and thus Christianity had “superceded” Judaism (supersessionism).   Faced with the guilt of the Holocaust, theologians began to reformulate this dangerous concept by instead “engrafting” Christianity onto Judaism.  If you read Romans chapters 9-11, you will  see the support for both views.  The latter view is most supported by Romans 11: 17-20.
 
The re-casting has two impacts:  Re-Judaization of Christianity (as seen by emphasizing Jesus & Paul’s Jewishness, as evidenced by our recent Seder), and Christianizing Judaism (by re-defining words to fit our theology rather than theirs).
 
The meaning of words are changed in this new formulation to prevent censure, conflict or disagreements with Judaism, which was such a contributor to the anti-semitism that led to the Holocaust.  Their laws of their Torah are now cast as their “Gospel”.  Their “Election” is cast as God’s Grace like that experienced by Christians who believe.  The “Land” of the “Promised Land” becomes recast as metaphor for “a place of sustainable life, prosperity, peace, and security” to which all are entitled…  Redefining the words thus engrafts Christianity onto the root of Judaism, and prevents separation or fundamental disagreements with it.  We wiggle out of our Holocaust-guilt that way, but it is disingenuous, and prevents true discussion of the issues at hand. 
 
Also, we discussed how a culture built on separation from the outside world (i.e., Pharisees & Judaism) in essence creates “community” and “cohesiveness” when it lacks power, so it stays together as a tribe/culture.     But when this idea is empowered, it becomes the engine behind expelling the outside world (i.e., non-Jews) to achieve the needed separation.  This has been the situation in the Middle East/Israel, expulsion of non-Jews (Christians & Muslims) and reflects the philosophy and writings of Zionism that we studied, which in turn echos the separation from Greece/Rome advocated by the Pharisees of Jesus’ day.
 
Next week, we will move to chapter 8 (Progressive Christianity, Israel, and the Challenge of Reform).   Hope you can make it.

Jim
Class 3

Fellow Roger Williams Class Members (& others I thought might be interested),
 
We concluded our 5 weeks of Mark Braverman’s Fatal Embrace yesterday.   I believe it is one of the most important books I have read for steering us to the path of Middle East peace (and bringing the resulting terrorism & wars to an end).   This is not because it offers unique insights or solutions to the problems “over there” .  Rather,  it shows us that the conflict is nurtured “over-here” among us, individually and collectively.   Two ‘embraces’ have gone unquestioned since WWII:
1. Judaism’s embrace of the political philosophy of Zionism (that calls for the separation of Jews from non-Jews within a Jewish-only state).
2. Christianity’s embrace of post-Holocaust theology, which attempted to engraft Christianity onto Judaism’s Covenant with God, replacing Christianity’s earlier doctrine that it had superseded Judaism.  This Revision to Christian theology was deemed necessary as the earlier doctrine was responsible for planting seeds of anti-Judaism that ultimately grew into the Holocaust.
We focused on the second: the Revision to Christian theology after the Holocaust.  In essence, post-Holocaust Revisionists Judaized Christianity (by highlighting the Jewiishness of Jesus and Paul, as evidenced by church Seders and the avoidance of New Testament texts suggesting Christianity replaced Judaism), and Christianized  Judaism (by redefining Jewish articles of faith to fit into Christianiity’s belief structures, so that ‘Torah’ gets re-defined as Gospel, Judaism’s ‘Election’ and ‘Chosen-ness’ God become and example of God’s Grace, and ‘the Covenant of Land’ gets re-defined as metaphor for a place of sustenance and safety rather than geography).   This brought Christians and Jews closer together under the umbrella of “Interfaith Reconciliation”, so that Christianity’s differences with Judaism became taboo to discuss.
 
Both ‘Embraces’ stifled conversations, both within and between Jews and Christians, about Zionism’s ethnic cleansing of the non-Jewish people from Palestine to establish a Jewish-only state in Eretz Israel (as documented by Jewish researchers using the IDF archives).  This lack of conversation has allowed Israel’s ethnic cleansing of the non-Jewish Palestinian people to go unchallenged, in 1948-49, 1967, and continuing today via the Settlement activity in the West Bank since 1967.   This un-tended injustice has provided essential fuel for the terrorism & wars in our world today.
 
So, what is the way out?  Braverman offers two paradigms, one for the Jews and their Embrace of Zionism, and the other for Jews and Christians alike.  The first  is the story of Jacob and Esau (see pages 200-202: “Except Thou Bless Me”).  Jacob has robbed Esau of his birthright, Esau returns with 400 men, and Jacob wrestles in the night (seemingly with God but actually with his own fears).  The next day he awakens and goes to face Esau with gifts in hopes of forgiveness.   But all is already forgiven, and they embrace, and Jacob says to Esau: “I have seen thy face, as though I had seen the face of God”.  Quoting Braverman: “The face of God Jacob sought was waiting for him across the river.  It was the face of his brother, whom he had wronged and who had already forgiven him.  The answer to our [Zionism’s and Judaism’s] dilemma is waiting, across the river, across the boundary of walls and defenses that we have built to protect ourselves from our own fears.  Our brothers (and sisters) await us.” (meaning, their non-Jewish Palestinian brothers and sisters).  This is the first message for Judaism today, and not unlike that learned by Segregationists of the South in welcoming black brothers and sisters into a shared humanity.
 
Braverman builds the second paradigm (for Jews and Christians) by using Walter Brueggmann’s journey and his theological insights.  The journey consists of Brueggmann’s two editions of his book ‘The Land’, where in the second edition (written 22 years after the first) Brueggmann acknowledges the dangers of Entitlement created by his first edition, and it’s use of Land as metaphor for a place of security and sustenance.   The theological insight is the recognition of the Prophetic Voice (that serves Truth, the path of righteousness, and justice) versus the voice of ‘Royal Consciousness’, which supports King & Temple, God & Country, subjugation of Truth and Justice to Power to maintain the infrastructures of the empowered classes of society (i.e., mammon).  In essence, Brueggmann recognizes that his book’s advocacy of entitlement to Land has served the Royal Consciousness of Israel’s King & Country and expulsions, rather than his own personal theological advocacy for a return to the Prophetic Voice.
 
Judaism, to be true to its own identity, must re-gain its prophetic voice in seeking justice for all, including non-Jews.  In turn, Christianity must return to its founding identity and its valid criticisms of Judaism, as voiced by Jesus:  that the Kingdom is inside us (not in the land) and that reaching outward with concern for others (even those unlike us, Jew, Gentile, black, white, etc.) is the path to the Kingdom (not tribal rituals that segregate and separate); and that all are equal in God’s eyes (not some are chosen and elect).    Yes, Christianity must reject its earlier supersessionist doctrine of triumphalism over Judaism, but it must also end the silencing of its prophetic voice brought about by its guilt for the Holocaust, and the confusion brought out by the misleading semantics of post-Holocaust theology.  This is necessary to help Jews escape their prison of walls and separateness, and to end the on-going horrors being inflicted in Judaism’s and Zionism’s name upon non-Jews of the Middle East.
 
As I said at the start, the solution to peace “over there” is actually “over here”, in our individual courage to act wherever we are to change the dialogue. Here is a link to one such person of courage - the son of one of Israel’s top 1967 generals who has written a book articulating the reality of the situation there and its problems for Israel.  In a short 30 minutes, his talk covers in clear conversational manner problem’s core, and points to the conversation needed in the USA.  I hope you will take the time to watch the link:  http://blip.tv/alternate-focus/the-general-s-son-5183927  (please ignore first minutes and 15-seconds test-pattern).
 
Thank you to everyone who participated both in our first 9-week class, and in our 5-week class on Fatal Embrace.  May we each have the courage to speak and act within our circle of friends and spheres of influence to bring an end to this horrible injustice of our times, that so impacts our own safety and solvency here in the USA.
Jim
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