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Background

Departing from Beirut in June 1911, looking back from the ship, an Otto-
man Muslim journalist described his thoughts: “The city in front of us is a
picture of a passage. My eyes automatically turned to the American Protes-
tant Establishment [the Syrian Protestant College, later the American Uni-
versity of Beirut] and remained fixed on those great, majestic buildings. But
they could not penetrate inside the walls. There is the spirit of today’s Beirut,
in these and similar buildings. There, a young world is nourished. But this
nourishment is poison to Ottoman identity.” A deep resentment, a distress-
ing feeling of exclusion and inferiority, emerged in this journalist, for whom
his Ottoman heritage and the American promise visible in most provinces of
the Ottoman Empire seemed incompatible. The Americans, he felt, worked
for a Near East that was new indeed but did not belong to him, the Muslim
journalist and Ottoman civil servant Ahmed Serif. American agency funda-
mentally subverted what he believed to be Ottoman and Muslim, and there-
fore his own. Serif visited American hospitals, universities, village schools,
and school classes in the Ottoman Balkans, Anatolia, and Syria but always
ended up perceiving them as part of an evil outside force that strove for a
future he did not want, even if he conceded that the effort rationally spoke
well for the Americans. He looked with bitter self-criticism on the Muslim
and Ottoman realities. Muslim reactionaries “who cannot penetrate to the
sources of Islam, and its highest thoughts, to true humanity and general
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fraternity, according to today’s world, are an obstacle for progress,” he wrote.
“We must agree with those who rightly state this. Yes, with our blindness and
insolence we merit such libels.”

Where would the American impact lead? Ottoman Muslims experienced
it first of all as a thorough challenge of their cultural self-confidence, both
confusing and dangerous. Where it would lead, they did not know. Ameri-
cans, ultimately, did not know either. In the early nineteenth century, the
most committed of them just wanted to give the best they believed they had
to the most promising region they knew, the Bible lands, hoping to build
up there “Zion” and hasten Jesus’ coming or omnipresence and, with this,
the near and happy end time of the churches whose role was accomplished
once the “millennium” began. For the missionary community, “Zion” meant
Jesus made visible: the shining truth of the Gospel together with a restored,
reempowered Jerusalem and Israel of which he was the soul and the king,
according to promises to be read in the Bible. From Zion in the Near East,
the Kingdom of God, the millennium, would spread over the earth. This
“millennialism” existed long before oil interests shaped American interaction
with the region. The commitment to a Kingdom of God on earth was the
most distinctive note of American Christians, American theologian Helmut
Richard Niebuhr has stated. The earthly Kingdom of God was part of the
American Dream, of the deeper idea of manifest destiny, but also of a rhe-
torically pervasive “political catechism” in U.S. political culture. In contrast
to isolationism in diplomacy, mission had a global orientation from the be-
ginning. It set its globalist goals beyond patriotism, continental expansion,
or the pilgrim fathers’ identification of America as a new Canaan. It believed
in its vocation to global evangelization and the preparation of the Kingdom
to come.?

American Protestant overseas missions began in 1810, when the Ameri-
can Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) was founded
in Boston and the United States was thirty-four years old. The ABCFM
started with India and Ceylon but soon centered its efforts on the “Nearer
East,” the Bible lands.> Unlike most books on U.S. relations with the Middle
East, this book deals with faith, vision, and identity building as these re-
late to the intimate American—Near Eastern encounter. It studies American
identity building through the interactions with a world that was both pre-
carious and promising in American eyes. It addresses worlds of faith and
imagination (in French: imaginaire) as made visible in projects, encounters,
and (self-)representations. It pays attention to conflicting apocalypticisms, or
representations of both past and future based on sacred scriptures. It draws
attention to the elements of a “symbolic economy,” to symbols, assumptions,
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and beliefs; to paradigms of success and patterns of resentment. Unlike many
other books on apocalypticism and millennialism however, it studies not
only the symbols and rhetorics but also their concrete long-term impact on
the history of relations with the Middle East.

Not only as a heritage of a Eurocentric geographic perspective but also as
the “Bible land,” for the geotheological and geostrategic place that it holds,
the Middle East was and remains near to the United States—even nearer
than to Europe, of which the United States was an offshoot. For this reason,
this book refers to the Near East instead of using the familiar contemporary
term Middle East. Globally, but particularly in the Near East, peace on earth,
the new order of Jesus, was to be won with the decisive help of American
agency. From the Near East, peace had to spread out globally. In the 1990s,
I wrote a doctoral dissertation and used many American missionary sources
but did not elaborate on the aspects I address here.* The general interest
in the Middle East and the particular interest in religion and culture led,
after 2000, to a prolific academic production on America, religion, and the
Middle East. Before this, the American missions had remained for decades at
the margins of academic interest, as had the rich missionary archives.’

Ahmet Serif toured the Ottoman Empire in the years between the hope-
ful Young Turk revolution of 1908 and the World War L. In this time he
wrote his pieces for a Young Turk newspaper. His “picture of a passage”
portrays an important issue: a dynamic American mission to the Ottoman
world, motivated by both biblical millennialist and modern ideas, inspired
the Near Easterners’ respect, yet a Muslim majority and their leaders felt
excluded from the new dynamism because excluded from both the premises
and the promises of the underlying millennialism. From the beginning of in-
teractions on the ground in the early nineteenth century, American millenni-
alism considered Muslims and their heritage as being deficient, as did many
Europeans of the period with regard to the Jews. Muslims could hardly cope
with American millennialism, less so as American missions did not know
and appreciate relevant Muslim resources.

As the ruling group of the empire, moreover, Ottoman Sunni Muslims
were on the defensive and not ready to revise their self-understanding as rul-
ers. They feared that introducing the political participation of all groups, as
postulated by Ottoman non-Muslims and by Westerners, would lead to the
fall of their imperial power and low regard for their religion, since both were
inseparable (din i devlet). In the late nineteenth century and in particular
on the eve of the World War I, mutual tensions and increasingly aggressive
Muslim fear led to a dramatic breakdown of confidence both within Otto-
man society and between the Ottoman rulers and Americans. The fact that
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more than a quarter of the students in the Syrian Protestant College were
Sunni Muslims—though Arabs, not Turks—contradicted Serif’s feeling of
inaccessibility. Moreover, the Young Turk revolution had led to new, more
pluralistic terms with regard to religious expression and instruction in the
college. World War I, however, interrupted innovative departures. With its
high proportion of Muslim students, the Syrian Protestant College had been
an exception among the foreign schools in the Ottoman Empire.

Ottomans and the Americans were unable to accomplish a lasting syner-
gy during or before the decisive 1910s. Cultural assumptions, macro-history
in the age of imperialism, and the rise of fierce ethnonationalism all played a
fatal role. It is fair to say that the respective societies have still not yet (fully)
come to terms with this past. The experience of U.S. invasion in Iraq in
2003 aroused undiluted Ottoman nostalgia in Turkey, as, for example, in
the Hollywood-like action blockbuster The Valley of the Wolves—Iraq. The
film includes the fictional scene of an apocalyptical prayer by the U.S. chief
agent in northern Iraq, the “bad guy” of the film. In this example, a millen-
nialist core component of American Christianity is perceived and distorted
as religiously aberrant. The film was very popular, even among “Islamic Cal-
vinists,” as Turkey’s religiously inspired capitalists have recently been called
(most of whom approve Turkey’s accession to the European Union).”

From the first overseas missionaries in the early nineteenth century to
the political game in the early twenty-first, American millennialism con-
served its impact but changed its forms. “America has the infinite privilege of
fulfilling her destiny and saving the world,” said President Woodrow Wilson
at the end of the World War 1.* He looked then to the Old World, the deeply
damaged worlds of Europe and the Ottoman Empire. Peacemaking in the
Near East became, and has remained to this day, the crucial but unfulfilled
challenge of American presidency. In contrast, the ruling Muslim class of
the Ottoman Empire, after the conquests and the imperial Sunnitization
of the sixteenth century, did not seek anything essential for itself outside
its own imperial realms. It is true that the Red Apple symbolized, until the
second attack on Vienna in the late seventeenth century, the Ottomans’ ex-
pansive integration of desirable foreign Christian areas of high civilization.
The Red Apple (K1z1l Elma), an important symbol of early Ottoman impe-
rialism and, later, a Turkish nationalist symbol, had an eschatological touch;
eschatological voices, however, which took the sultan as a provisional earthly
master (sahip-kiran)—who soon would have to cede his place to the apoca-
lyptic master (mahdi)—became marginal in the sixteenth century.” It is also
true that the reforming state, since the end of the eighteenth century, called
on foreign know-how, but only in order to escape total collapse. Ottoman
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Muslim self-understanding, like that of most elites of settled empires, did
not have a millennialist touch. Ottoman power definitely did not constitute
itself as an ongoing project according to the vision of a Zion to be built up in
a process that would culminate with believers gladly sharing or giving away
their own power—as did pioneering missionary America.

The first strategy of the American mission to the Near East centered on
“the Jews” to be “restored to Palestine and to Jesus.” This was believed to be
the precondition of the Near East—centered global kingdom of peace. For
pragmatic reasons, the missionaries soon reoriented themselves to the Ar-
menians of Asia Minor, that is, Anatolia, with many of whom they quickly
developed warm individual relationships. At the same time, they became
more church-oriented and less “revolutionary” with regard to both Otto-
man society and the end of the churches. In the mid-nineteenth century
therefore, a revised missionary strategy of restored Christianity attempted
to “revive” Armenians and other Oriental Christians. The establishment of
an Ottoman Protestant community (millet) was a by-product of this altered
emphasis. In an again readjusted strategy after the Young Turk revolution of
1908, missionary America set millennialist hopes on Young Turkey but was
traumatically deluded during and after World War I, when the Young Turk
regime eradicated Christianity in Anatolia. In American minds, the legacy
of an unfulfilled relationship with the Ottoman world endured. Mission was
drastically reduced in the interwar period; a new generation of representa-
tives, professional diplomats, turned to a postmissionary realpolitik.

The period of the world wars (1914-1945) marked the passage from a
prevailing “postmillennialist,” historically optimistic perspective on the
Near East to a deeply ambivalent attitude (see also under “Terminology,” be-
low). Despite turbulent revolutions in the Old World, in 1918 one could not
have hopefully read that “we live in a most interesting period of the world;
in a period distinguished above all others for the wonderful magnitude and
variety of its revolutions. . . . Everything in the scientific, and political, and
moral world indicates that the reign of darkness upon the earth is approach-
ing its catastrophe,” as the Missionary Herald, a monthly paper produced in
the missionary home center of Boston, had written in 1818. “Surely these are
the times foretold by the prophets of old, when many shall run to and fro,
and knowledge shall be increased; when wars shall cease unto the ends of the
earth; when nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they
learn war any more. And the times are at hand, when the knowledge of the
Lord shall cover the earth as the water covers the sea.”"

The period of the world wars, in particular the relevant experience of the
Turkey Mission in the 1910s, gave impetus to a culturally more pessimistic
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“premillennialism,” whose rise had paralleled the fundamentalist movement
in U.S. evangelicalism in the nineteenth century. Hence the new American
attitude toward the Near East, which began to prevail in the interwar period,
and its new protagonists combined such disparate elements as humanitari-
anism, realpolitik, and, with a new kind of mission, premillennialism. This
form of millennialism anticipates inevitable global catastrophes, a climax to
the “reign of darkness”—not its imminent end, as did the postmillennialism
of the early nineteenth century. After World War II, the United States, now a
superpower, turned back in a new way to its initial concept of Israel “restored
to Palestine”; at the same time, it entered a fascinating and ambivalent inter-
action of political globalism, evangelical mission, and biblicist ideology.

Nearest East uses American, Near Eastern, and other primary sources.
Telling an intimate faith story, including its contexts, the book traces near-
ly two centuries of history to the eve of today’s topical debates. It sketches
elements of diplomatic history but studies primarily what went on in the
minds of those involved: what motivated, what was believed, prayed for, and
dreamed. This includes by-products of the millennialist current, for exam-
ple, successful literature, and their socioreligious and political impact in the
United States. The book’s leitmotifs are the Near East—centered millennialist
mission and its persistence, changes, traumas, and vital hopes. For mission-
ary insiders, the intimate move toward the Near East was manifest destiny
from the beginning, more manifest than was the American move toward
the West Coast. Outsiders may be struck by the persistence of this mission-
ary challenge throughout two centuries. This book considers the move to
and interaction with the Near East as constitutive of the United States, a
country built up by Bible believers from the Old World of whom the most
serious never considered America to be the fulfillment of history and biblical
prophecy.

“America” is a European project. Europeans in quest for a future beyond
the Old World—in particular, persecuted Protestants—drove it, since Eu-
rope had become an uncertain, divided, peaceless place of religious wars in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Even after the establishment of the
United States in the late eighteenth century, America remained an open,
unfinished project whose entrepreneurial spirit, energy, and peculiar sense
of urgency, including Protestant mission and secular globalism, have shaped
the modern world. For many, this proved to be an empowering encoun-
ter; for others, a disconcerting one. This is particularly true of Sunni Islam,
which reigned politically and symbolically in the Ottoman world. Because of
“Barbary” (North African) piracy against American ships, Muslim and Ot
toman Muslim rule had made a bad impression on the young United States."
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When two young American missionaries left their country and began, ten-
tatively, to enter the Near East in 1819, soon to die of fever and exhaustion,
they followed the idea of a necessary, salutary new order and a mission of
peace, both in the Near East and globally, for which the Gospel, including
the “restoration of Israel,” would be the leaven or mustard seed. Nearly two
centuries later, when U.S. troops invaded Iraq in 2003, some of the rhetoric
was similar, but the main American agencies in the Near East—military
might versus powerless missionaries—differed significantly.

This books attempts to measure this long, twisted historical and mental
road. It is a personal book. It takes up questions with which I was confront-
ed, partly at least, as a teenager when my father, a pastor of the Evangelical-
Reformed State Church of Zurich, died prematurely at the age I am now.
This occurred in the years after the Six-Day War and the 1968 youth revolu-
tion, still during the Vietnam War. Unfinished discussions unfolded at the
large family table, often with guests, where we listened eagerly to the news
of Swiss Radio Beromiinster (among them, the daily comparative American
body counting). The United States, Israel, the Near East, and World War
IT were strongly present in our talks, as were the meaning of the Bible, of
history, and of the term Kingdom of God. As a child of Swiss Protestantism;
later, a student of philosophy, literature, history, and theology at universities
in Zurich, Basel, and Paris; finally, a historian of the Near East; and by mar-
riage, half a Near Easterner myself for two decades, I have dared to come
back to some old questions. It is no accident that, in substance, the book ends
with the 1970s, with the (tentative) answers that could not, the youngster
strangely felt, be given to him or that he could not understand at that time.

Terminology

“America” and “American” in this book mostly stand for the United States, if
the context is clear. “Millennialism” (variants: millenarism, millenarianism)
or “chiliasm”—from the Latin mille anni, “thousand years,” and the Greek
Xt etn—respectively, refers to a vision in the Revelation or Apocalypse.
This last book of the Christian Bible is a source of apocalyptic spiritual-
ity and forms the grammar of Christian apocalyptic imagery. “They [the
slain Jesus-believers] came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years”
(Rev. 20:4). Millennialism, accordingly, is the belief that Jesus Christ and his
saints will one day openly reign on earth for a thousand years; millennium is
the term for this reign. Referring to this vision in the Revelation, millennial-
ism is a more specific term than messianism, the belief in the saving role of a
messiah or a “messianic force” (e.g., communism, Zionism, perhaps “Ameri-
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can exceptionalism”—significantly, the term messianism was coined in the
early nineteenth century)."? In contrast to the broader and more often treated
messianism and American messianism, I decided to research the biblically
and historically more specific phenomenon of American millennialism. Mil-
lennialism and messianism nevertheless have much in common, as have mil-
lennium and messiah. If separated from the belief in a personal messiah, both
concepts may be considered powerful “ideologies,” that is, ideas within a
politically mobilizing discourse and mythologies of world-saving power.

Discourse about “final things,” according to the prophetic scriptures,
is called eschatology (from the Greek eoyarov, last). In the Greek Bible,
amokohnis, “apocalypse,” means primarily the uncovering, revealing, or ex-
posure of contemporary history before a horizon of long-term history and
even eternity. The last book of the Bible, written, according to its first lines,
by a servant of Jesus called John, is a complex composition that addresses the
Jesus-believers while turning toward the earth, its inhabitants, and its Lord.
It attempts to strip contemporary history to its “true meaning,” that is, to
an already achieved victory of life over destruction, of the resurrected Christ
over death. The fall of Mosaic Israel was to be not primarily a disaster but
instead the key for spreading the faith in Israel’s God on the whole earth.
Jesus, “King of the Jews,” as was written on his cross, heir and king of Israel,
would finally be revealed as the true and legitimate king of the whole earth.
The Revelation was written and composed in a time of catastrophes, when
Jewish Jesus-believers were persecuted by the Roman power and the Jewish
establishment, the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 c.E. either was imminent
or had taken place, and divisions threatened the young church. Accordingly,
an apocalyptic understanding of contemporary first-century history took
global history as a field where Jesus would prove his final victory. Using Jew-
ish apocalyptical sources (above all the biblical book of Daniel) and opening
up a universal perspective in the Son of Man—true humanity revealed as
Jesus, the first of and door to a universal childhood—this understanding
opposed the nullity of contemporary experiences and the hubris of imperial
power with the unabrogated divine lordship of this earth. This lordship was
accessible at that time only in outlines, symbols, allusions, and metaphors
but was to be fully revealed in the future."”

These are the basics of millennialism, including modern American apoc-
alyptic spirituality. American millennialism refers directly to the Bible, in
particular to its last book. In contrast to Europe’s enlightened demiurge Na-
poleon Bonaparte and other modern geniuses of history or “Providence,” it
claimed the God of the Bible, and in particular the God of the Revelation,
for the modern remaking of the world." Jesus, his saints, and the “restored”
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Jews would finally prevail, not autocratic power, zealotry, or those who
adored power. American experiences were part of this apocalyptic spiritual-
ity: the Puritans” persecution in and exodus from the Old World; the build-
ing up of an American democracy when the Old World, Europe and the
Near East, were mostly autocratic; a reconciling mission of blessed America
to the world; and a mission in particular to the Bible lands, where crucial
millennial events had to take place and be hastened by evangelical agents,
the missionaries. Kingdom of God and Kingdom of Jesus—or simply, King-
dom—were broader terms than millennium, since they included the “virtual
millennium” believed to reign already among Christians and, individually,
in their hearts; and the Kingdom would not finish when the millennium was
expected to end.

Specific, but not exclusive, to American millennialism is the distinc-
tion between premillennialism and postmillennialism. Literally, these terms
refer to the distinction between Jesus’ coming before or after the millen-
nium. Postmillennialism was millennialism plus modern Enlightenment; it
entrusted missionary America with the task of preparing the Kingdom, in
inter- and transnational cooperation, using to this end all pacific means:
science, technological progress, and historical opportunities. American mis-
sion to the Ottoman Near East was, all in all, postmillennialist. It hoped
that after (hence “post-") successful missionary efforts, the earth would be
a much better place, ready for Jesus and his visible, powerful omnipresence
(parousia). The distinction must, however, be taken with caution; it is an
ideal type that does not sufficiently reflect both the variety and the openness
of eschatological thought—be it labeled pre- or postmillennialist. Despite
their generally postmillennialist stance, many Near East missionaries of the
nineteenth century believed in the Christ’s parousia once the millennium
would begin, since he was its crucial cornerstone. Mission was preparation
for parousia.

Whereas postmillennialism invited a secular translation of salvation and
emphasized Enlightenment, premillennialism strongly underlined Jesus’
agency, at the risk, however, of isolationism and quietism. In disillusioned
distance from politics, it tended to be “apolitical” and at the same time more
submissive to authorities than generally well-educated, politically engaged
postmillennialism. Religious expectation of catastrophe is generally linked to
a strong appeal to individual conversion, not to collective action. Some mi-
nor overseas missions founded in the second half of the nineteenth century
in America were outspokenly premillennialist.” American premillennialism
was informed by difficult personal or collective experiences. It distrusted the
historical optimism inherent to postmillennialism; all the more so as Presi-
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dent Andrew Jackson’s Indian removal of the 1830s, the Gold Rush of the
1840s and 1850s, and the Civil War of the 1860s had revealed massive evil
within American society. The Apocalypse of John, written in the first cen-
tury, did not respond to experiences of historical “success,” in any established
sense of the word. It attempted to uncover and overcome contemporary, “un-
successful,” traumatic history by means of the Word of God and in the quiet
certitude of Jesus’ lordship. It referred not to an ideal past but to a future that
had already begun. Today, the ordinary use of “apocalypse” or “apocalyptic”
mostly points to spectacular changes and catastrophes in “last days.” Where
there is a tendency to catastrophism, a spell of coming catastrophes, and an
according use of apocalyptical themes, I speak of “apocalypticism.”

Also specific to American millennialism, but again not exclusive, was the
connection, around 1800, of emerging American postmillennialist overseas
mission with the postulate of the restoration of the Jews to Palestine and to
Jesus. Jews had to return to Palestine as restorers of Israel and to Jesus, their
king. Restorationists were Zionists avant la lettre. In contrast to the Zionists,
however, they hoped that the Jews, to whom Jesus belonged so viscerally,
would at last take him in and greatly take strength from him. This would
happen either after their return to Palestine or before (as most restorationists
expected pre-1800). Without coming to new terms with Jesus, restored Israel
would lack the spiritual power and global acceptance it needed to be the
nucleus of the Kingdom of God."

The early American missionaries hoped, moreover, that the Muslims
would come to new, Christian terms with Jesus, whom the Muslims already
respected as a prophet. American missionaries did not, however, know much
about the Muslim Jesus, and they knew little or nothing about Muslim es-
chatology, the reign of the mahdi, or of a sahib, a Muslim leader in apoca-
lyptic times. It is striking that they did not know about the old traditions of
Muslim expectation of Jesus'—Isa ibn Maryam’s—second coming and final
reign on earth. It is true that Muslim apocalypticism was, in the Ottoman
world of that time, not as influential a current as it has been since the late
twentieth century. The term millennium and direct biblical references could,
in that time, scarcely be found in the Muslim context. The Muslim apoca-
lyptic heritage, of which millennialism is an undeniable part, nevertheless
existed; it became more topical with the Ottoman existential crisis of the
late eighteenth century and the emergence of Islamism in the late nineteenth
century. It has finally boomed, both in militant and quietist forms, since the
Islamic Renaissance of the second half of the twentieth century.”

Eschatology in the Ottoman world is not a well-researched topic, at least
not for the last two Ottoman centuries. It is, however, safe to say that in the
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Ottoman nineteenth century there was no eschatological current comparable
to postmillennialism or the restorationist movement. These predominantly
Anglo-American currents were embedded in Western macrodynamics of ex-
pansion and stood in a particular Protestant relationship to Jewish legacy,
the Hebrew Bible, and civil emancipation of the Jews. There were explicit
apocalyptical feelings in the late Ottoman world, feelings of end times—
religiously expressed or not—including the fear of Islam’s corruption, the
empire’s fall, and the rise of non-Muslim “infidels.” The feeling of threat and
existential disorientation led to a longing for saviors. “Among the Muslims,
too, there is no auspicious master [sahib-i hayir], to raise in their midst saying
the way things are, or are not,” complained an Ottoman student in Europe
in a letter of 1896. He prayed, “Mercy, my God, give the community of Mu-
hammed security and protection.”®

“Last days” marked by disorder (fi74), before the messianic reign, were
expected by Jews, Christians, and Muslims in premodern periods. Some Ot
toman Muslims and Jews praised Ottoman sultans in the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries as blessed rulers who put order in the chaos of the last days,
thus paving the way for the mahdi, Jesus, or the messiah who would restore
the Jews to Palestine and establish the messianic kingdom. The broad apoca-
lyptic dynamics of that period, in Europe and in the Ottoman world, were
marginalized in the late sixteenth century with the exception of England.”
In the mid-seventeenth century, a strong intracommunal Jewish movement
emerged with Sabbatai Zwi from Smyrna. Zwi was declared the messiah,
preached Jewish restoration in Palestine, and won over many Jews in Europe
and the Ottoman Empire. At the cradle of the Sabbatian movement stood,
among others, English millennialism: “In the home of his father . . . young
Sabbatai heard the stories of English merchants about the Puritans who
loved and studied the Scriptures, identified themselves with the Jews and
looked forward to the Restoration of Israel.”?® Zwi’s failure to lead the Jews
back to Palestine together with his forced conversion to Sunni Islam con-
tributed to a decline of traditional messianic expectation and piety among
Jews. For many among them in Western Europe, it led to their final turn-
ing to European Enlightenment, including its modern ideologies (atheism,
radical revolutionism, messianic nationalism, and socialism), but excluding a
comprehensive modern rearticulation of religion and historical experience.”
The strong long-term appeal of American millennialism, in contrast to pre-
modern Jewish messianism (both personal messianisms), lay in its ability to
reconcile Calvinist Bible reading, Enlightenment, and experiences of perse-
cution, pioneering work, rise, and success. At the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Protestant millennialism, based on a powerful reading of both modern
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history and old prophetic traditions, allowed both coping with the past and
projecting a markedly different future.

When Sayyid Qutb, at the beginning of his seminal Islamist manifesto
Milestones (1964), wrote that “mankind today is on the brink of a precipice,”
he invited a radical revival of the original Muslim community that had to be
the nucleus of God’s reign on earth, because this community alone would be
able to lead a Muslim world and global humankind devoid of spiritual val-
ues. “It is necessary to revive that Muslim community which is buried under
the debris of the man-made traditions of several generations, and which is
crushed under the weight of those false laws and customs which are not even
remotely related to the Islamic teachings, and which, in spite of all this, calls
itself ‘world of Islam.”??> As for American missionaries before him, revival
was a key term for Qutb, but linked to “salutary violence.” Qutb had to
compete with and demarcate himself from the strong transnational appeal
of revolutionary socialism. Frantz Fanon propagated at that time social-rev-
olutionary violence and its salutary community-founding impact among op-
pressed people.® Refusal of socialist atheism; disillusion over contemporary
Egypt, where Qutb had grown up and experienced years of imprisonment;
and embarrassment at the way of life in the United States, where he had lived
for two years, led to his resolute turn to a “Muslim authenticity” beyond the
existing Muslim world and culture. He seminally called for an Islamic revo-
lution to overcome a present that he judged unbearable and unacceptable.
But there was not much of a positive future, no modern Islamic or peacefully
apocalyptic perspective, beyond the violent breaks that he asked for. His
militant apocalypticism is reminiscent of that of the anti-Roman Zealots.**

Revival generally contains criticism of established religion, compared to
an carlier Golden Age. In Qutb’s case, the criticism is similar to that which
American missionaries addressed to a Christianity they wanted to restore in
the Near East to its “primitive purity,” thus preparing for parousia. (This
was the explicit ABCFM strategy after 1830.) In contrast to Qutb, whose
influential writing began to combine elements of Qu'ranic anti-Judaism and
European anti-Semitism, the American missionaries first used, not opposed,
the existing global dynamics; and they gave the Jews a privileged, peculiarly
“restored” place. The declared goal of both Qutb and the American mission-
aries was eschatological: “the establishing of the dominion of God on Earth”
(Qutb). But they would not have agreed on the simultaneous necessity, as
Qutb claimed, of pervasive war as “a movement to wipe out tyranny and to
introduce true freedom to mankind,” since the early church, which too had
experienced jail, torture, and execution, had refused to call for it, opting for
faith in God’s agency.”
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The rhetoric of salutary war nevertheless is part of American political
globalism since World War I. That war marked both the beginning of a
postmissionary U.S. globalism and the end of a century of religious and civil
mission to the Ottoman Near East. President Woodrow Wilson in 1917 and
President Franklin Roosevelt in 1941 justified the American entrance into
world war by the necessity to fight against tyranny and for freedom. For a
short time after Wilson, the U.S. approach to the Near East was reconceived
in terms of realpolitik and oil needs. During and after World War II, how-
ever, U.S. diplomacy conceived its role toward the world again in terms of
political globalism or “Wilsonianism.” Millennialism, which is globalist by
definition, now split into three conflicting, though related, directions: the
nurturing, after Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, of a (more or less) nonmes-
sianist, informal “empire of the good” led by the United States against forces
of the evil; the identification of Zionism and Israel, with which, for many
Americans, the old messianist dictum of “building up Zion” came to con-
verge; and a strong premillennialist current whose missionaries now came
to the Near East, in particular to Palestine-Israel. Against this background,
apocalypticism has strikingly boomed in American culture after the 1960s.

How can we grasp two centuries of American enlightened modernity, Bi-
ble belief, and hope for a “Zion” to build up? Are we dealing with a modern
ideology, arguably the most successful, the strongest, and the longest lasting
of the ideologies created since the late eighteenth century? Or are we deal-
ing with spirituality, a universal language of the human heart, a historically
and biblically inspired faith, a constant confidence in a constructive global
future and the benevolent master of this earth yet to come (the source of
this spirituality)? Does the millennialist mind-set end by masking with shrill
religious overtones a cynical game of power and greed or go on promoting
spiritual, social, and political freedom? These questions follow us throughout
the book. It is important to elaborate on and examine tentative answers to
these questions with regard to the concrete evolution of America’s interac-
tions with its Nearest East up to the late twentieth century.






CHAPTER 1

The United States and
the Near East, circa 1800

i o

or revivalist Protestants in Europe and America, the late eigh-

teenth and early nineteenth centuries were the threshold of a

new age, the “dawn of the millennium.” Millennialism and
modernity were, for them, synonymous. What historiography calls
“modern times” in history, the period since the late eighteenth cen-
tury, was for them “lacter times,” the eve of the Kingdom of God on
earth. Seemingly unworldly biblical sayings made sense for their vision
of contemporary history, since they refused to separate history from the
apocalyptic history of salvation. They considered the two particularly
inextricable with regard to the Near East.

Christianity, indeed, was at its end; the “times of the Gentiles” and their
churches (and mosques) was “expiring,” but not in the same way as for Vol-
taire and many enlightened celebrities in Europe, who saw the end of religion
and Christianity because these had definitively become infime and a curse
to rational society. For the revivalists, Christianity had ended because the
history of salvation opened a new epoch, with one particular new-old player:
the Jews. Missionary America and Voltaire (who denounced anti-Protestant
prejudices in France) shared antipapal resentments. Both agreed on the end
of (Catholic) “Christian Europe,” but not on the Bible, the Jews, and global
history: Voltaire hated the Jews as much as the (above all, Catholic) church,
and his modernity excluded any explicit legacy of history of salvation. In
contrast, modernity and millennialism coincided significantly with the
foundation of the United States; both shaped Christianity there much more
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than elsewhere. Both millennialism—preparatory to the Kingdom on earth,
including the “restoration of the Jews”—and enlightened modernity shaped
the early U.S. encounter with the Near East and coincided with the incipient
existential crisis of the Ottoman Empire. At the eve of American modern
times, Bible reading and understanding of the contemporary world over-
lapped to an unprecedented degree. Contemporary history, Near Eastern
history, and the history of salvation were all meaningfully interwoven by the
intellectual efforts made by early missionary America. In eighteenth-century
continental Europe, by contrast, millennialism had a bad, nonconformist
taste, linked to anti-Jewish reflexes, among the Christian majority.'

A small trade dating from British colonial times, notably with the Aege-
an Smyrna, was the first concrete connection between the United States and
the Ottoman world. Clashes with corsairs made bad news in the American
press and soon called the young U.S. Navy to the Mediterranean. But the
first lasting American entrance to the Near East was missionary. It carried
a peculiar legacy of Puritan spirituality and American historical experience
to what were seen as the historically fascinating and prophetically promising
“Bible lands.” The American missionaries were expecting the fall of Islam,
the fall of the pope (Catholicism), and the restoration of the Jews to Palestine
and to Jesus. They considered these historical moves as necessary conditions
for the achievement of the Kingdom of God on earth. They understood
themselves as workers committed to this achievement that needed previous
worldwide evangelization, the struggle for global Christian unity, and the
restoration of Israel. The centrality of the Near Eastern world is self-evident
in this whole vision. The most spectacular changes—the fall of Islam and
the restoration of the Jews—had to take place there. From there, from a
transformed, “leavened,” and “regenerated” Near East, Zion, and the global
Kingdom had to be built up.

From a Separate to an Entangled History

Around 1800, the United States was a confident young republic that had
successfully established itself after a war of independence. The Ottoman
state, by contrast, which formally controlled a huge area from the Balkans
to Asia Minor, Syria, North Africa, and the Arabian Peninsula, had moved
into an existential crisis. The Peace of Kiigitk Kaynarca in 1774 mirrored
Russia’s military superiority in the preceding war and marked the beginning
of an Ottoman feeling of inferiority vis-a-vis Europe. It triggered for the
first time reforms according to European models, at that time primarily for
military improvement. From that period, the so-called Oriental Question—
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the question of the future of a Near East in acute crisis—was and remained
a constant challenge in international diplomacy.? In growing millennialist
circles, the Oriental Question began to be linked to the newly so-called Jew-
ish Question in the West. For certain authors, the Ottoman-Russian war of
1768—-1774 would bring about the “final temporal restoration” of the Jews
to the “Holy Land.” Since, after the independence of 1776, American ships
no longer enjoyed protection by the British navy, the Congress voted in 1794
to create a navy “adequate for the protection of the commerce of the United
States against [formally Ottoman] Algerian corsairs.” U.S. Marines were
dispatched in 1804 and 1815 to punish and prevent attacks against American
ships. Early on, the experiences with corsairs and North African vassals gave
a bad impression of Ottoman rule to the American public.

Ottomans and Americans in general shared an attachment to religion,
but not a similar attitude toward Enlightenment, social utopia, and mil-
lennialism. Both refused modern European atheism, however, and both re-
mained attached to the religion of the scriptures. The French Revolution and
its antireligious ideology met with deep suspicion in the Ottoman capital;
only the Young Turks, nearly a hundred years later, would open themselves
to modern European ideologies in addition to European expertise and tech-
nology. Ottomans and Americans would remain more or less immune to
European socialism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For American
missionaries, there was no fundamental gap between the Gospel, scientific
progress, democracy, social change, and enlightened belief in universal hu-
man commonality in contrast to innate difference. Ottoman state ideology
and Sunni popular culture, however, were suspicious of all these modern
achievements, seeing them as Western and atheist. Protestants in France and
America interpreted contemporaneous antireligious actors as instruments
of the Almighty; in particular, they warmly welcomed Bonaparte’s occupa-
tion of Rome and arrest of the pope in 1798 as a divine punishment of the
religious persecutions since the sixteenth century, for which they saw the
Catholic leader responsible. In contrast to the continental European notion
of Enlightenment, shaped by French thought and the French Revolution, in
the Anglo-American world religion, prophecy, and Enlightenment did not
stand in sharp antithesis to one another. The famous physician Isaac New-
ton’s Bible studies on the restoration of the Jews are among many examples
of this synthesis at the eve of the nineteenth century.’

Bonaparte’s conquest of Ottoman Egypt in 1799 proved the vulnerabil-
ity of the Sultan’s empire and made it clear, politically and militarily, that
at any moment the end of Ottoman power could be expected. This was an
important stimulus for apocalyptic visions in a West that excluded religion
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more and more from the public space and relegated it to the private sphere.
In contrast to some Jewish circles,® British and American restorationists did
not accept the heir to the antiecclesiastical and atheistic French Revolution
as a possible Cyrus—an imperial restorer of Israel, like the Persian king
Cyrus in the sixth century B.c.e.—during and after Bonaparte’s Near East-
ern campaign. They hoped that Great Britain and, much later, the United
States would take on this role. Moreover, in Puritan defiance of existing
worldly power, they pinned their hopes on the Holy Spirit, not the genius
of a brilliant emperor, for the transformation of the Ottoman world.

Bonaparte’s Near Eastern campaign consisted of a mix of anti-British
imperialism, mission of enlightenment, and recourse to the myths of ancient
Rome and Egypt. He introduced not only modern arms but also modern
science, in particular archeology and Egyptology, to the Near East” The
imagery of ancient Rome and Egypt and corresponding restorative myths
contributed to his imperial self-representation and stood in stark contrast to
the restorationist imaginaire and the evangelical faith in the rise of the pow-
erless. Portraying himself as a new Alexander and liberator of Egypt, he used
Islamic discourse in his attempt to win over the Muslims. But the instru-
mentality of religion was transparent, and the hearts of the Muslims were
not won over. The project as it had been intended failed completely.® This
campagne orientale on the eve of the nineteenth century stands paradigmati-
cally for a masterly but soon aborted demiurgic renewal of the Near East by
an occidental power, instead of by the people on the ground in synergy with
Western forces. The challenge of a Near Eastern renewal, however, remained
powerful for the European great powers, for the American missionaries, and
for the United States after the world wars.

Even before Bonaparte’s conquest, the British scientist and restorationist
theologian Joseph Priestley had hoped for a post-Ottoman Palestine and for-
mulated the myth of an empty but promising place, occupied by an illegiti-
mate power: “Palestine, the glory of all lands, which is now part of the Turk-
ish empire, empty and ready to receive you [the Jews]. But till the fall of this
power, which, without deriving any advantage from it, keeps possession of
that country, it is impossible that it can be yours. I therefore, earnestly pray
for its dissolution.” Palestine was the place where entangled modern history
became most visible against a background of both ancient history and the
history of salvation. In the nineteenth century, Palestine became a principal
“mission field” especially, and for the first time, of the Protestants; here the
restoration of Israel should take place. Protestant mission in Palestine and
the whole Levant combined millennialism and pragmatic work that applied
Western achievements in education, health, technology, and science.
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Paradoxically, and for several reasons, the modern Occident made Pal-
estine much more of a “holy” land than it had ever been before. Not only
the Protestant restorationists focused on Palestine, but the region became to
an unprecedented extent the destination of pilgrimage and religious tourism
from the West and from Russia in the nineteenth century. For modern Eu-
rope, and in particular for France, this compensated, often nostalgically, for
the evacuation of religion from the public space; it was not tied to a vibrant
millennialism as it was for many Americans.'

How to conceive at last of restored Israel without leading Jewish agency?
Ultimately, in the late nineteenth century, after a few precursors, Palestine
became the object of desire or the territory of an ethnic nationalism with a
Hebrew biblical background. Zionism realized the restoration of Israel in
Palestine, for which restorationists had so much prayed, in an unexpected
manner. Eastern European Jews were its privileged actors.

Pre-missionary American Moldings

The missionary Protestantism of the early nineteenth century in the Unit-
ed States combined an unbroken belief in the Bible with the postulates of
the Enlightenment. To this it added the successful American experience of
what was widely acclaimed in the West as the most modern and democratic
state on earth. Before the late eighteenth century, Protestant Bible readers
and colonists in New England saw themselves as the “New-English Israel,”"
Americans as “God’s own people,” and America as Canaan or “God’s own
land.” These equations run through the writings of Cotton Mather (1663—
1728), one of New England’s most influential theologians and publicists,
who began The Grear Works of Christ in America (circa 1700) as follows: “I
write the Wonders of the Christian Religion, flying from the depravations
of Europe, to the American Strand; and, assisted by the Holy Author of that
Religion, I do with all conscience of Truth . . . report the wonderful displays
of His infinite Power, Wisdom, Goodness, and Faithfulness, wherewith His
Divine Providence hath irradiated an Indian Wilderness.”'* Mather had es-
chatological expectations above all for America itself, not for the world and
a Jewish Israel: “A Golden Age will arrive to this place [Americal, and this
perhaps before all of our First Planters are fallen asleep.” Americans were for
Mather the privileged bearers of the biblical covenant, a “People which have
proportionably [sic] more of God among them than any part of mankind
beside.””® In Cotton Mather’s time, the communal life of the church was syn-
onymous with the local public order. He had studied at Harvard College, the
only university then existing in New England. Its offshoot, the Theological
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Seminary at Andover, became a hundred years later a hotbed of missionary
millennialism.

In a vein of America-centered millennialism like Mather’s, but with a
stronger sense of global mission, John B. Adams, one of America’s found-
ing fathers and its second president, wrote in 1765, “I always consider the
settlement of America with reverence and wonder, as the opening of a grand
scene and design in Providence for the illumination of the ignorant, and
the emancipation of the slavish part of mankind all over the earth.”* The
mid-twentieth-century theologian H. Richard Niebuhr denounced church
leaders such as the Presbyterian Lyman Beecher (1775-1865) for whom
the institutions of New England had been “such as the world needs and
attended as they have been by the power of God, able to enlighten and
renovate the world.” For Niebuhr, by such careless language that blurred
the distance between God’s and men’s power, the “old idea of American
Christians as a chosen people . . . was turned into the notion of a nation
especially favored.”” Religiously fed political rhetoric paid no heed to the
fact that not state and nation but small churches, not American patriots and
business-minded men but fatally persecuted Jesus—believers, were addressed
in the biblical text of the Revelation. During the American Revolution,
language of Enlightenment went hand in hand with strong biblical rhetoric,
much in contrast to the French Revolution. From the old idea of America
qua new Israel, a civil millennialist religion evolved in the late eighteenth
century. Jews, who had also fought in the American War of Independence,
could share in that civil religion. Based on a successful American historical
experience, civil millennialism believed in American destiny and its mission
of making the world a better place. Equal rights, wealth, and supraconfes-
sional civil millennialism may explain why among American Jews, in con-
trast to European Jews, socialism and secular Zionism (at least until World
War II) had little success.

The revivalist Jonathan Edwards and Samuel Hopkins, spiritual fathers
of the overseas mission after them, both stood at odd with the rhetoric of re-
ligious nationalism. The patriotic clergyman Samuel Sherwood, too, distin-
guished between church and nation.'® At the same time he emphasized the
“American quarter of the globe” as “a fixed and settled habitation for God’s
church,” and the war of the emerging United States against imperial Britain
and conflicting forces as an apocalyptical struggle that would finally result
in the “kingdom of our God, and the power of his Christ . . . to all the ends
of the earth.” From the beginning, as we see, U.S. wars had not only to be
“just wars” in the Augustinian sense; they had to be apocalyptic wars that led
to peace on earth. Sherwood did not yet use the expression “build up Zion”
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in the restorationist sense, as American missionaries to the Near East would
soon understand it.

The great losses in the War of Independence against Britain; gaps be-
tween rich and poor, between officers and soldiers; and other interior ten-
sions led to a desacralization of politics, or more precisely, according to the
historian Nathan Hatch, to a partial turning away from postmillennialism."”
After all, could the American Revolution be seen as millennialist when it did
not liberate the slaves and did not treat the Indians as equals? For the post—
Revolutionary War missionaries, the answer was clearly negative.

Visions of History: Restoration of the Jews

and the Global Kingdom of Jesus

Since the end of the eighteenth century, the weakness of the Ottoman Em-
pire had concretely enforced thoughts of a post-Ottoman order, or at the
least an Ottoman reordering. This implied a number of restorative myths.
Bonaparte’s imaginaire combined the rationality of French Revolution with a
kind of revival of ancient Egypt and Mediterranean Roman rule. The Otto-
man reformers after him attempted to restore the heyday of Ottoman power
in the sixteenth century with the help of European know-how. Representa-
tions of pre-Islamic Egypt, Babylon, Iran, Palestine, and Lebanon appealed
to nationalists from the late nineteenth century onward. The return to early
Islam appealed to the Wahhabite inspirers of the Saudi state builders in the
early twentieth century.

In contrast to these attempts at restoring power and glory, the concrete
modern idea of the restoration of the Jews, far beyond “Jewish homesick-
ness,” could be traced back to powerless and marginal Protestants of the
sixteenth century. Unlike established Catholic and Protestant churches,
both allied with secular power, American Protestants, mostly Puritans
from England or members of free churches from the European continent,
had undergone a long history of persecution. Their eschatological view of
history was influenced by this experience. They read in the Bible and vis-
cerally felt that their destiny was interconnected with that of Israel and the
Jews, that both were part of a common history of salvation whose future
they eagerly tried to understand. They anticipated groundbreaking rever-
sals within a historical development toward the Kingdom of God on earth
that would bring the oppressed and powerless their full rights. Often, this
vision meaningfully included the restoration of the Jews to Palestine and
to Jesus Christ.

Protestant minority groups in Europe, particularly in Germany and
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Switzerland and, above all, in Great Britain, shared a belief in the pros-
pect of Israel’s restoration that had emerged during the troubled Reforma-
tion period; new contacts with Jews, especially Hebrew teachers, played a
certain, though limited, role. The roots of restorationism go back to the
birth of Christianity, rabbinic Judaism, early apocalyptic literature, and
the prophetic books of the Hebrew Bible. Protestants in Britain and be-
yond had repeatedly envisioned, since the sixteenth century, the restora-
tion of the Jews to Palestine and to Jesus, together with the “fall” of the
pope and of Europe’s whole system of power. “Wherefore wee need not be
afraid to averre and mainteyne, that one day they [the Jews] shall come to
lerusalem againe, be Kings and chiefe Monarches of the earth, swaye and
governe all, for the glory of Christ that shall shine among them,” wrote
the English lawyer Henry Finch, a zealous Protestant, at the beginning
of the seventeenth century. “The Romane name (I will speake it, because
it must one day be) shall bee taken from the earth, and the Empire shall
returne to Asia, and again shall the East beare dominion, and the West be
in subiection.”®

Restorationist vision contradicted, or transcended, from the very begin-
ning the idea of an American empire: in the words of a traveler in North
America in 1759-1760 the “idea, strange as it is visionary,” which had “en-
tered into the minds of the generality of mankind, that empire is travelling
westward; and every one is looking forward with eager and impatient expec-
tation to that destined moment, when America is to give law to the rest of the
world.”"” The rise of American power connoted in the eighteenth century the
rise of the weak and religiously persecuted, who had escaped from Europe in
the seventeenth century and remained threatened in their will to indepen-
dence. That the birth of the United States succeeded in a situation “when
nothing but hope and virtue could survive” (Thomas Paine) was for them
like a flash of apocalyptic truth. It entered the American dream and civil
religion to be evoked by political leaders up to now.?® On the eve of modern
times, however, in contrast to the idea of a rising Western empire, religious
hopes began to be more than ever projected on the Near East. This was true
even for Europe and Russia, where, in the nineteenth century, secular uto-
pias successfully competed with churches and synagogues for first place in
the people’s imaginaires. Pilgrimage to Palestine, above all from Russia, took
on dimensions it never had before.?! In Britain and in the United States, the
millennialist appeal had to vie much less with contradicting secular ideolo-
gies; in the United States in particular, it accommodated much better with
the existing civil religion.

Protestant restorationism was groundbreaking. It put the Christian read-
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er of the Bible in the place of the Jews and asked how they, the first receivers
of biblical prophecies, would understand them. This, together with the Pau-
line belief in a still-valid Hebrew covenant, proved to be a strong argument
for restoration. More than in a simple shift of global power from the West
to the East, restorationists believed in the abolition of repressive power rela-
tions; pariahs both under Christianity and Islam, the Jews should be restored
and reempowered as agents of that future Kingdom of which they had been,
willingly or unwillingly, the passive witnesses since Jesus’ times. Marginal
for nearly three centuries, restorationism began to be established in English
Protestant thought by the late eighteenth century. At the same time spiritual
restoration, that is, conversion to Jesus, for the first time began to be thought
of perhaps as not preparatory to the return to Palestine but following it.

At the same time the question was raised: which power would assist the
Jews in their recurn home? Would the duty and honor fall to Britain or, as
seemed possible in the 1790s, to revolutionary France?”? The United States,
then, was not considered a possible imperial Cyrus; American Christian pa-
triotism at that time did not desire empire but stood at odds with British
imperialism and the myth of imperial Rome. “We may be ready to wish that
Providence would permit us to become a great nation; but the spirit of chris-
tian [sic] patriotism rather dictates another petition, that we may be a good
nation. . . . May not united America ever vie in magnificence and splendour
ancient Rome, and after stretching the arms of her power from one end of
the world to the other, pillaging mankind and becoming rich with spoil, suf-
fer the distress and ruin, which she shall have inflicted,” the congregational
minister John Allyn warned in a sermon preached in 1805 to the government
of the state of Massachusetts in Boston (which was later to become the mis-
sionary center).”

Early Missionary Boston
and the Restoration of the Jews

A hastening toward millennium, far from any imperial thoughts, shaped the
quantitatively small but symbolically loaded interaction between America
and the Near East in the early nineteenth century. “O when will Jesus take
the kingdom, and reign from shore to shore! . . . That long desired day, is
beginning to dawn. The Lord hasten it in his time,” wrote Levi Parsons,
missionary to Palestine, in his diary when he arrived in Ottoman Smyrna
in January 1820.** A feeling of millennial dawn reigned in the missionary
community. “We have now entered upon that period which is immediately
preparatory to the Millennium,” claimed a New England minister.” The
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ABCFM pioneers and their successors understood their engagement as a re-
sponse to the millennial challenge of building up, gradually and pacifically,
the global Kingdom. The Reverend Noah Porter recalled a meeting of the
American Bible Society in New York in the 1810s where “not more than
two or three hundred people were present. There was, however, a deep-felt
interest in the Foreign Missionary enterprise, here and elsewhere, at the time.
The impulse that had been given to Christian feeling in our churches by the
missions of the London Missionary Society . . . ; able writers on the prophe-
cies in England and this country had brought the millennium near in the ap-
prehension of leading men, both ministers and laymen, in the churches; and
now that measures were instituted to embody them in the work, they were
prepared to give these measures their ready and hearty support.”*® Millen-
nialism fell on fertile ground in the young United States. There was a broad
receptive public and a potential of young men and women ready to risk their
lives for spreading the message of the coming Kingdom of Jesus.

The feeling, as an orator expressed it during the Fourth Annual Meet-
ing of the ABCFM in 1813, was that “still the period is advancing; it is
hastening; in which Christians will be most honourably united in the pres-
ent world. The morning . . . will actually arise on this dark world, when
all distinctions of party and sect, of name and nation, of civilization and
savageness, of climate and colour, will finally vanish.”?” Later writings—for
example, of William Goodell, an American missionary in Istanbul of the
mid-nineteenth century—prove the ongoing vision of the contemporary era
as a time of fundamental departures toward a universal humanity:

The history of the world is only one black disclosure of the designs
formed, the means used, and the projects executed or attempted, to
subdue one another. . . . But within the last fifty years the minds of a
few persons in a few countries have been turned to the subject of subdu-
ing the earth, and ascertaining what they could make out of it. . . . The
very ends of the world are now brought together, and the moral effect of
this among the nations is, that men begin to feel that they belong to one
brotherhood. . . . What improvements may we not confidently expect
in the next fifty years!*®

For Americans, the “dark world” of oppression and disorder was in par-
ticular the Ottoman world; hence, mission there was urgent. Napoleon’s
Eastern campaign and reordering of Europe had triggered an apocalyptic
reorientation toward the Near East including, more than ever, the idea of the
restoration of the Jews. In the 1793 Treatise on the Millennium by Hopkins,
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the spiritual father of the overseas mission, we find the restoration of the
Jews only as an event of the past after Babylonian exile, not as part of the
apocalyptic future. Hopkins’s main emphasis was on the “reign of Christ
and his church on earth,”* his main move being toward global evangeliza-
tion and millennium, not restoration. This element spread in America after
1800 and was based on conceptions worked out in Britain in the preceding
decades. Early missionary America was closely inspired by what millennial-
ist thinkers had developed in eighteenth-century Britain, and this in turn
was connected with a large transnational movement of pietism that, since
the seventeenth century, had stood partly in opposition to established Prot-
estant churches.®® Despite its peculiarities, missionary America was part of a
multiply connected transnational network, or “Protestant International,” in
place since the late eighteenth century and led by British organizations. This
network sometimes cooperated with but often marked also critical distance
from the leading “Protestant powers” and the cultural and racial ideologies
of the time. Beside the ABCFM in Boston, the German-speaking Basel Mis-
sionary Society, founded in 1815, was among the important hubs of this
network in the nineteenth century. An autonomous center, the Basel Mission
nevertheless stood in close connection with the British Church Missionary
Society.® In contrast to the restorationists in Britain, however, Americans
were not attracted by the idea that their political power would help bring
about the restoration to Palestine. Their millennialist mission of the early
nineteenth century to the Ottoman world relied solely on vision, faith, com-
mitment, and the perception of a window of historical opportunity.
Hannah Adams’s book The History of the Jews: From the Destruction of
Jerusalem to the Present Time, published in 1812, reflects the new impulses,
the mental attitude, and the status of knowledge in Boston’s early mission-
ary circles on the Jews, the Ottoman world, and Islam. Critically pessimistic
about the present time and both Christian and Muslim treatment of the
Jews, Adams saw “the Christian world enveloped in darkness and igno-
rance; and in the professed disciples of the benevolent Redeemer violating
the fundamental precepts of the Gospel; assuming a shew of piety as a mask
for avarice, and a pretence for pillaging an unhappy people [the Jews]. If
from the west we turn to the east we shudder over similar scenes of horror;
wherever the Mahometan banner is erected, contempt and misery await the
Jews.” Without resentment, and not without humor, she stated that Chris-
tian mission among Jews had not succeeded up to then, adding, “The Jews,
nothwithstanding the calamities they have so long endured, still look down
upon all nations, and continue to claim the partial kindness and protection
of heaven. The miracles, performed in favour of the first Hebrews, inspired
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their descendants with a contempt for those nations which the Deity never
honored in the same manner.”*

Adams shared with many of her contemporaries the conviction that “the
history of the Jews exhibits a melancholy picture of human wretchedness and
depravity,” but more than the Jewish nonrecognition of Jesus, she blamed
pitiless Christian and Muslim societies. Adams adopted the view of Jewish
authors that “the preservation of the Jews as a distinct people, is an event
unparalleled in the annals of history.” Both she and the missionaries took
this as a strong sign of divine loyalty and biblical truth. “The exemption
of the Jews from the common fate of nations [i.e., dissolution], affords a
striking proof of the truth of the sacred scriptures.” While the conserva-
tion of Jewish peculiarity, the Jews’ nonassimilation, was dismissed by many
modern Europeans as Jewish traditionalism and “obstinacy,” for missionary
America it confirmed, on the contrary, the potential for the future history of
salvation. Both Calvinism, the basic “software” of American Protestantism,
and a specifically American millennialism challenged anti-Judaism and anti-
Semitism from the outset.*

The American synthesis of Enlightenment thought and belief in the
Kingdom of God made possible for Christians and Jews within the state
not only equality but also a much more constructive interpretation of Jew-
ish history than in Europe. In modern Europe, Enlightenment and its uni-
versalism were (partly) implemented in the restricted framework of secular
nationalism that proved incapable of fully integrating Jewry. The anti-Jew-
ish clichés of Voltaire, a father of the European Enlightenment, speak for
themselves. What mattered, in turn, for the missionary community was
faith or infidelity, among Christians and Jews. From this resulted skepti-
cism toward an American “mixed society” that did not share in the same
spiritual current of believers still longing for “a better country.”** Adams’s
and the missionary community’s genuine interest in, not to say love for,
the Jews included the expectation of the Jews’ final turn to Jesus. “Many
pious and learned men have supposed that they [the Jews] will not only be
converted to the Christian religion, but restored to Palestine, and placed
in a state more splendid and glorious than ever,” stated Adams somewhat
prudently in her discussion of new books on the topic of the restoration,
and on the question of whether conversion had to take place before or after
the return to Palestine. She was a leading founding member of the Female
Society of Boston, a branch of the London Jews” Society. The Female Soci-
ety of Boston financed William Schauffler, ABCFM missionary to the Jews
in Istanbul and Izmir.%

As spiritual children of Edwards and Hopkins, the first promoters of
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an American overseas mission distinguished between national and mission-
ary interests and developed a global millennial perspective beyond the na-
tional experience. The foundation of the ABCFM in Boston in 1810 was, in
a broad sense, part of the foundation period of the United States, a time of
new departures on different levels in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. The Great Awakening, led by Jonathan Edwards, had begun in
the 1740s, and the Second Awakening, with Samuel Hopkins, lasted from
the late eighteenth century to the early nineteenth. For the revivalists, society
was to be remade, in America and elsewhere, in anticipation of the coming
global Kingdom. Many educational institutions were established at that time
and voluntary organizations emerged, among them the American Bible Soci-
ety, the American Anti-Slavery Society, the Boston Prison Discipline Society
(for the reform of the prisons), and the ABCEM. Disinterested benevolence,
a key term of the Second Awakening, called for unreserved consecration to
the service of God and humankind, in marked contrast to individual and
national egoism. According to Hopkins, one of the founders of the ABCFM,
only “the extension of Christian love could bring nearer to humankind the
millennium that would wipe out poverty