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CHAPTER FIVE 

14 llysfunttional Jhtologg 
Brought to tltt ''l\tw" ltlf orld 

ON MARCH 3, 2015, at the invitation of US House Speaker John
Boehner, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu addressed a
joint session of the United States Congress. The speech was contro­
versial on many-levels, arid some even considered it to be unconstitu­
tional. Article II, Section 2, Clause 2 of the United States Constitution
states that the President "shall have Power, by and with the Advice
and Consent of the Sena� to m��eaties?'1 The Obama adminis­
tration was working hard to finalize the terms for a nuclear treaty with
Iran. The Republican Speaker of the House went behind the back of
the Democratic president and invited the Israeli prime minister to
address (technically, to lobby) a joint session of Congress. A political
slight of this magnitude was without precedent.

Furthermore, because the speaker was white and the president was
black, many interpreted it as a racist mbve. Not only was Netanyahu
vehemently opposed to the proposed nuclear treaty with Iran, he was
actively campaigning for re-election. Speakin.g to � joint session of
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Congress could b� interpreted as a political endorsement by the 
United States for the prime minister and his party. As a result, about 
thirty members of Congress boycotted the speech. 

Netanyahu faced a daunting t1ask. He was addressing an extremely 
partisan and divided Congress. His speech was being broadcast to a 
racially divided and politically unsettled US public. He had to find 
a way to thread fueedle and get as many people as possible on the 
same page and in agreement with him. So early in his speech he hit 

'I on one of the most unifying and �isan themes in US politics, 
American exceptionalism. He said, "Because America and Israel, we 
share a common destiny, the destiny of promised lands:'2 

THE DOCTRINE OF DISCOVERY AND. 

THE PROMISED LAND 

The narrative of American exceptionalism finds an early expression 
in the colonial history of North America. In 1630, on a ship bound for 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony, John Winthrop , a Puritan pastor who 
would come to serve as the governor of Massachusetts, preached a 
sermon titled '½. Modell of Christian Charity:• He invoked the Old 
Testament passage in Micah "to do justly, to love mercy, to walk 
humbly with our God." He exhorted the colonists to "uphold a familiar 
commerce ... delight in each other, make other's conditions our 
own .... The Lord will be our God and delight to dwell among us, as

his own people ( emphasis ours) and will command a blessing upon us 
in all our ways, so that we shall see much more of his wisdom power 
goodness and truth then formerly we have been acquainted with."3 

Wmthrop envisioned the new colony as a community expressing care 
and love towards each other. These qualities exhibited by the com­
monwealth of Massachusetts would demonstrate that they were 
uniquely God's people and deserving of special favor from God. He 



. 



A Dysfunctional Theology Brought to the "New• World 71 

envisioned the Puritans �God's people among whom God dwells
with great delight

In the second half of his sermon, Winthrop sought to motivate the
colonists towards a divine destiny: "He (God) shall make us a praise
and glory, that men shall say of succeeding plantations: the Lord
make it like that of New England: for we must consider that we shall
be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of all people are upon us."4 The "City
upon a Hill" reference is taken from the teachings of Jesus in his
Sermon on the Mount: "You are the light of the world. A town built
on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it
under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to
everyone in the h0use. In the same way, let your light shine before
others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in
heaven" (Matthew 5:14-16). Winthrop, therefore, proclaimed the
colonists to be those who had been endowed with a special, spiritual
favor by God, whose life and example would be a shining light into
all the world. Through the� very embodiment, they would perform
evangelism in a broken and sinful world.

Puritans in the New World believedflliemselves to be especially
favored by God, the vessel through which the light of the gospel
would shine forth into � dark world. Winthrop concluded his
sermon by quoting fr�_peuteronomy 30. The Old Testament
passage reveals God reiterating for Moses and the people oflsrael the
threats and promises of his land covenant with them. God instructs
them that if they obey him, he will biess them, and they will flourish
in their land, but if they disobey him, he will curse them �d exile
them from the land. Winthrop goes on to quote: "But if our hearts
shall turn away, so that we will not obey, but shall be seduced, and
worship and serve other Gods .... It is propounded unto us this day,
we shall surely perish out of the good land whithet we pass over this
vast sea to possess it." However, Deuteronomy 30:17-18 concludes with
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the statement "'whether we pass over the Jordan to possess if' John
Winthrop changes "the Jordan" (a river) to "vast sea." The change in
language reflects the fact that their ship didn't cross a river, it crossed

J 

an ocean-specifically, the Atlantic Ocean.
Drawing from Jesus' exhortation to be a city on a hill and referring

to the land covenant that the God of Abraham established with the
people of Israel, Winthrop asserted that the colo�sts were on the
shores of their own promised lands, about to take p�session of them.
While not directly referencing the papal bulls of yfe Catholic Church
and the Doctrine of Discovery, the understanding of chosen-ness and
the legacy of promised lands align closely:, with the worldview and
theological imagination found within the D�ine of Discovery. The
colonists claimed their identity as the chosen people. 'Jhe narrative of
European supremacy, now fully realized in the European body and
mind, compelled them to seek out the mantle of being God's chosen
people, which had been previously reserved only for the Jewish
people. This dysfunctional theological imagination no� �rmed the
European body as superior to the Native body that alr�ady inhabited
the Americas.

The conflation of Old Testament Israel with US history becomes
even more troubling with the trajectory of Deuteronomy and the his­
torical narrative in the book of Joshua: "However, in the cities of the
nations the LoRD your God is giving you as an inheritance, do not
leave alive anything that breathes. Completely destroy them-the
Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites-as
the LORD your God has commanded you" (Deuteronomy 20:16-17).
According to this passage, promised land for one people is God­
ordained genocide for another. Winthrop's assertio� a special status
for the Puritans in the New World justified the resul�g genocide of
the existing population in the American continent. A dysfunctional
social and theological imagination influenced by the assertions of the
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Doctrine of Discqyecy allowed Native genocide to be understood as
a holy act of claiming the promised land for European settlers, akin
to the claiming of the Promised Land and the subsequent destruction
of the people of the land by the chosen people of Israel.

So when Netanyahu publicly ordained both the United States of
America and the modem nation state of Israel as having "promised
lands," he revealed the very dysfunctional and codependent rela­
tionship that exists between the two countries. The US needs Israel's
Old Testament legacy of promised lands to justify the history of
enslavement of African people and ethnic cleansing and genocide of
Native people. The'mo_dern nation-state of Israel needs the continued
flourishing of the United States as a shining city upon a hill to justify
their current unjust actions against the Palestinian and Bedouin people.

Christopher Columbus, anointed as the "discoverer" of America,
operated Ullcler the claims of the Doctrine of Discovery. The church
acknowledged Columbus as doing evangelistic work for the church
and specially favore�y God. The elevated narrative of Christopher
Columbus would fuel tile dysfunctional theological imagination that
exceptional people cµscovered the New World and replaced less
valued bodies on the �erican continent. The Doctrine of Discovery

\ influenced the perspectwi that the "discovery'' of the Americas was
a God-ordained act that demonstrated the superiority of the excep­
tional European Christian. This doctrine sustained a strong influence
over Western society beyond the conflict between the Catholic
nations of Spain and Portugal. It would seep its way into the social
imagination of the European powers that would find no challenge to
the assumption that they were the chosen peoRle, endowed by the
Creator with certain inalienable rights, and able to bring civilization
and Christianity to a savage "New World," which would serve as their
promised land.
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