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Abstract

Following Donald Trump’s inauguration in 2016,Evangelicals were widely perceived to
have reached the peak of their influence, significantly impacting the U.S. foreign pol-
icy-making process regarding Israel. Many studies have attributed the increased U.S.
support for Israel to the beliefs and influence of this religious group. However, this study
contends that while Evangelicals represent a large and influential demographic, a more
specific sub-group — Christian Zionists — can be more accurately identified as a pres-
sure group.

The central argument of this study is that although Christian Zionists had a strong
relationship with the first Trump administration, they did not wield enough power to
unilaterally shape Israel policy. In this context, the research examines the religious evo-
lution from Evangelicalism to Christian Zionism, seeks to clarify conceptual confusion
through an analytical approach, and emphasizes the significance of the position and
ideas of Christian Zionist groups during the Trump era.
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Hristivan Sivonizmi ve
Trump’in Israil Politikasi
Uzerindeki Etkisi’

Yasin Mandaci”

Ozet

Donald Trump'in 2016 yilinda ABD baskani olarak goreve baslamasinin ardindan,
Evanjeliklerin etkisinin zirveye ulastig ve Israil’e yonelik dis politika siirecini 6nemli
olciide etkiledigi diisiiniilmiistiir. Yapilan arastirmalar, ABD'nin Israil'e artan destegi-
ni bu dini grubun inanglan ve etkisiyle aciklamaktadir. Ancak bu calisma, Evanjelik-
lerin bilyiik ve genis bir kitle olmasina ragmen iclerinden “Hristiyan Siyonist” olarak
bilinen belirli bir alt grubun bir baski grubu olarak degerlendirilebilecegini ortaya koy-
maktadir.

Bu calismanin temel savi, Hristiyan Siyonistlerle Trump’in ilk dénem yonetimi arasin-
da giiclii bir etkilesim olmasina ragmen bu grubun Israil politikalar iizerinde belirleyi-
ci bir kontrol giiciine sahip olmadigidir. Bu baglamda arastirma, Evanjeliklikten Hris-
tiyan Siyonizme uzanan dini déniisiimii inceleyecek kavramsal karmasay1 analitik bir
yaklasimla acikliga kavusturmayr amaglayacak ve Trump déneminde Hristiyan Siyo-
nist gruplarin konumu ile fikirlerinin 6nemini vurgulayacaktir.
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Introduction

Evangelicalism serves as a broad umbrella term that needs to be defined in
relation to specific historical and geographical contexts. Therefore, an ana-
lytical approachis essential forexamining the issue within the United States
(US). The first section explains the logic of interest and pressure group, its
meaning in the US, and defines the Christian Zionists within Evangelical-
ism in this way and builds the core of the article on this. The second sec-
tion will explore what Evangelicalism is — and what it is not — by tracing the
transformations it has undergone. This discussion will focus more specifi-
cally on the cohesive concept of Christian Zionism, which should be central
to analyzing US policy toward Israel. The following section will address the
politicization and fragmentation of Evangelicalism, outlining the reasons
Christian Zionists felt compelled to engage in politics, and highlighting
their objectives in pursuing lobbying efforts. Next, the foreign policy during
the first term of the Donald Trump administration will be examined through
the triangular relationship between Christian Zionists, the administration,
and geopolitical dynamics.

In the study using discourse analysis, it will be argued that the perceived
influence of Christian Zionists is largely a result of their adoption of the
Trump administration’s political discourse and priorities, rather than a re-
flection of independent policy-shaping power. It will be emphasized that the
primary driving force behind U.S. policy toward Israel was the Jared Kush-
ner-led faction, whose approach was rooted in international geopolitical
developments that began prior to the Trump era. In the conclusion, the text
will present the underlying reasons for the widespread perception of Chris-
tian Zionist influence, as well as the factors contributing to their actual in-
effectiveness.

Theoretical Framework

In modern democracies, interest groups consist of individuals who unite
around common interests. Pressure groups, on the other hand, are more or-
ganized entities that have the ability to sway decision-makers due to their
political demands.! Lobbying, a form of pressure group activity, involves ef-
forts to influence political leaders by reaching out to legislative and execu-
tive officials to promote, delay, or block legislative proposals.?

1 Markus Urek and Nejat Dogan, Lobicilik ve Baski Gruplart: Devlet Sivil Toplum ve Demokrasi
(inkilap, 2011), 11.

2 Nermin Abadan, “Devlet idaresinde Menfaat Gruplarinin Rolii,” Ankara Universitesi SBF Dergisi
14,1n0.1(1959): 234-235
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Pressure groups are considered essential to political life in the U.S. and are
viewed as a means of democratic participation.® The US political system is
characterized by fragmentation, with multiple actors competing for influ-
ence. Political decisions often emerge from intense bargaining and com-
promise among various interest groups. Harry Truman underscored the
significance of having access to and influence over government decisions,
highlighting that interest and pressure groups serve as a crucial balancing
force in American politics.* However, the demands of the U.S. public may
not be adequately represented in foreign policy. The president wields con-
siderable power in foreign policy, and, along with their appointees, plays a
pivotal role in shaping the nation’s direction. In summary, individuals play
a crucial role in US politics and are susceptible to external influence. This
gives pressure groups significant flexibility to impact foreign policy.®

There are organic connections between political parties and pressure
groups. The Republican Party’s support base is comprised of energy inter-
ests, military-industrial groups, and Evangelicals. Within the Evangelical
community, there is a pressure group known as Christian Zionists. This
group advocates for U.S. policies that support Israel, aligning closely with
Jewish lobbying efforts. However, unlike many Jewish organizations, Chris-
tian Zionists offer unconditional support for Israel and endorse all its ac-
tions.

To understand Christian Zionism, it is better to examine the relationship
with Evangelicalism.

From Evangelicalism to Christian Zionism

Evangelicalism refers to the good news that centers on Jesus and his apos-
tles, while also pointing to the Bible.® The concept of Evangelicalism has
evolved considerably over different historical periods and geographical
contexts. Initially, it referred to Christianity as a whole. However, during
the Reformation, the term became more closely linked to Protestantism. Re-
formers like Martin Luther and John Calvin, who rejected the Pope’s spiritu-
al authority in the 16th century, emphasized the Bible’s authority over the

3 Urekand Dogan, Lobicilik ve Baski Gruplar, 54.

4 Mark V. Kauppi and Paul R. Viotti, International Relations Theory, 6th Edition (Rowman & Little-
field, 2020), 67.

5 Mubhittin Ataman, “Degerler ve Cikarlar: ABD'nin Ortadogu Politikasini Belirleyen Temel Un-
surlar ve ilkeler,” in Ortadogu Yillig1, ed. Muhittin Ataman and Kemal inat. (Nobel Yayin, 2008),
413-14.

6 SinasiGilindiiz, “Evanjelizm: Hiristiyan Fanatizmi,” Hikav, September 20, 2018, https://hikav.
org/makaleler/evanjelizm-hiristiyan-fanatizmi/.
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institutional power of the Church. In the 17th century, the migration of the
Puritans from England to what is now the U.S. breathed new life into the
concept of Evangelicalism, distinguishing it from its European origins. The
Puritans considered themselves the true practitioners of Christianity and
sought to establish a society firmly rooted in biblical teachings. For them,
salvation was entirely contingent upon faith and divine grace, with the ac-
ceptance of Christ and his message serving as the foundation of their be-
liefs. Protestantism, which linked divine election to salvation, encountered
achallenge. In response, the Puritans reinterpreted hard work and material
success as signs of God's favor, creating a significant divide in their commu-
nity.” The divide became increasingly apparent in the 18th century, especial-
ly with the onset of the Great Awakening in the U.S. Evangelicals criticized
the Puritans, arguing that the system they had established distorted the true
message of Christianity and failed to shield individuals from the corrupting
effects of wealth and power. Their aim was to restore the nation to the gen-
uine essence of Christianity.® The focus on true Christianity highlighted
the theme of being chosen. The theologian Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)
revived the idea that the Kingdom of God would start in America, asserting
that God had specifically commissioned the US for this purpose.’

In the late 18th century, the Second Great Awakening movement was led by
Charles G. Finney.'° According to Finney, salvation was no longer the result
of the will of an angry God. The obligation and salvation passed to the indi-
vidual, who was responsible for attaining his grace. The perception of the
resurrection was also changing. Instead of God directing the revival, soci-
ety had to take over this work.!' The movement aimed to reach the millen-
nium —the 1,000-year period of peace in which Christian law would rule
the world, and everyone would be a Christian —as proposed by the English
theologian Daniel Whitby (1638-1726). Finney took this further and system-
atized it, emphasizing that Christ’s return would come after Christians had
established the Kingdom of God on their own merits. This view was called

7  Sener Faruk Bedir, “Reformasyon’dan Giiniimiize Evanjelik Hristiyanlik,” Birey ve Toplum So-
syal Bilimler Dergisi 3, no. 2 (2013): 80-81. Ali I. Gling6r, “Hiristiyanlikta Piiriten Anlayis ve Et-
kileri,” Dini Arastirmalar 7, no. 21 2005, 14-20.

8 Filiz Coban, “Amerikan Kimligi ve Dis Politikasinda Evanjelizmin izleri: Sosyal-insaci Pers-
pektiften ABD-Israil iliskileri,” insan ve Toplum Bilimleri Arastirmalan Dergisi 6, no. 3 (2017):
2023.

9 Donald M. Scott, “The Religious Origins of Manifest Destiny,” National Humanities Center,
Accessed February 2, 2025, https://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/nineteen/nkeyinfo/
mandestiny.htm.

10 Bedir, “Reformasyon’dan Glintimiize,” 81-82.

11 Jeffrey K. Hadden, “Religious Broadcasting and the Mobilization of the New Christian Right,”
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 26, no. 1 (March 1987): 10.
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Postmillennialism and gradually became the view of mainstream Protes-
tants.!?

The theologian John Nelson Darby pioneered an alternative view. Darby re-
interpreted scripture from an apocalyptic perspective, aiming to redefine
history. This sacred history unfolds according to God’s plan and is divided
into seven periods.!® At the end of each period of this history, beginning with
Genesis and ending with the millennium, there was a period in which God
tested people for salvation. This sacred history was the essence of history
for Evangelicals,'* rather than mainstream Protestants, until the divisions
between them.!® This was called Dispensationalism.!® Dispensationalism is
rooted in the verse from Paul’s Gospel, specifically First Thessalonians 4:16-
17, which states that the true church will be raptured. According to Darby,
the modern world is inherently evil, and God will soon intervene to punish
humanity. Darby asserted that before the seven-year period of catastrophe
known as the Tribulation,!” faithful Christians would be taken from this
world, reach the Kingdom of God, and form the New Israel. Those left behind
would face punishment during the reign of the Antichrist. 8

Unlike Postmillennialism, Darby, who is a premillennialist, believed that
Jesus would come to establish the Kingdom of God, centered in Jerusalem.
There was no need for Christians to make a communal effort for salvation;
the end was near.?® All that Christians needed to do was create the condi-
tions for divine intervention. In this context, the Jews played a central role.
Although the Jews were originally chosen for the Kingdom of God, they
disobeyed Him. As a result, God’s plan for Israel was interrupted, leading
to the punishment of the Jews with the destruction of the Jerusalem tem-
ple and their subsequent exile. This shift caused God to turn His attention
to the Christians. While the focus of salvation changed, the promises re-

12 Ali R. Ozkan, “Amerikan Fundamentalizminin Diinii Bugiinii,” Atatiirk Universitesi flahiyat
Fakiiltesi Dergisi 1, n0.18(2002): 36.

13 Donald Wagner, “Reagan and Begin, Bibi and Jerry: The Theopolitical Alliance of the Likud
Party with the American Christian ‘Right,”” Arab Studies Quarterly 20, no. 4 (1998): 37.

14 Although the term gradually came to refer to fundamentalist Protestants, they would in the
process completely break away from mainstream Protestants.

15 Later on, Neo-Evangelicalism and Left Evangelicalism would move away from this historical
understanding.

16 Wagner, “Reagan and Begin,” 37.

17 According to Matthew 24, during these years false Messiahs will arise, wars will occur, hatred
against the Jews will increase. These years will end with the second coming of Jesus as a result
of the Armageddon.

18 Karen Armstrong, Tanri Adina Savas, trans. Murat Erdem (Alfa, 2017), 219-21.

19 Mokhtar Ben Barka, “The New Christian Right’s Relations with Israel and with the American
Jews: The Mid-1970s Onward,” E-Rea, no. 10.1(2012): 6.
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mained unchanged. God’s promise to Abraham, as stated in Genesis 15:17,2°
still holds true. Darby argued that the return of the Jews from exile to their
homeland, and the creation of a Jewish homeland there would lead to the
second return of Jesus.?! Connecting the salvation of Christians entirely to
the return of the Jewish people to the Holy Land and living there, Darby laid
the foundation for Christian Zionism.?? Cyrus I. Scofield advanced Christian
Zionism further with his 1909 publication, The Reference Bible, released by
Oxford University. Selling millions of copies and placing Jews at the center
of all theological discussions, this book evolved from being an eschatolog-
ical commentary by Darby to becoming a key scripture for Christian Zion-
ists.2® Over time, this religious perspective encouraged Christian Zionists
to believe that active political involvement was not only necessary but vital.

The Politicization of White Conservative Evangelicalism

Christian Zionism?* originally became politicized as part of White Evangel-
icalism. Over time, disagreements over modernism and the relationship
with Israel led to significant divisions within this movement, first among
the Neo-Evangelicals and later among the Left Evangelicals. This caused a
major rupture, resulting in the fragmentation of the White Evangelicalism
concept. The White Conservatives who continue to uphold these principles
today can be classified as Christian Zionists. Thus, Christian Zionism serves
as the foreign policy of this particular brand of Evangelicalism, which is
both white and conservative. It is important to note, however, that this ide-
ology should not be broadly applied to Evangelicalism as a whole. To gain a
clearer understanding, it is helpful to examine the process of politicization.

Towards the end of the 19th century, divisions among Protestants became
more pronounced. The conflict between liberals and conservatives in the
20th century led to a significant divergence in beliefs and practices. Evan-
gelicalism increasingly became associated with conservatism. This conser-

20 “The LORD made a covenant with Abram and said to him: “To your descendants I will give this land
from the river of Egypt to the great river Euphrates.”

21 Carlo Aldrovandi, “Theo-Politics in the Holy Land Christian Zionism and Jewish Religious Zi-
onism,” Religion Compass 5, n0.4(2011): 116-17.

22 H. Sule Albayrak, “ABD’de Hiristiyan Siyonizmi: Kokeni, Inang Esaslar1 ve Giiniimiiz Ameri-
kan Siyasetine Etkisi,” Dariilfiinun ilahiyat 30, no. 1 (2019): 158-61

23 Aldrovandi, “Theo-Politics in the Holy Land Christian Zionism and Jewish Religious Zion-
ism,” 116.

24 It is Whites who created the concept, built a theology on it, made intellectual progress in it,
and controlled and guided it. There are also Hispanics and Blacks among them, albeit rela-
tively few. However, Christian Zionism should not be considered merely as a religious view.
The conceptis a social and political product of the social conditions, historical experience and
imagination of Whites.
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vative faction asserted the infallibility of the Bible through a literal interpre-
tation. Firmly committed to doctrines such as the Second Coming of Christ,
they withdrew from mainstream society in anticipation of Jesus’s return.
During this period, Evangelical organizing against modernism began to
take shape.?®

The identity of Evangelicalism underwent significant politicization begin-
ning in 1925. During this period, White Evangelicals?® actively engaged in
institutionalizing their beliefs, staunchly defending the infallibility of the
Bible. This defense not only solidified their religious convictions but also
facilitated their increasing involvement in political matters.?” However,
this isolated life created tensions due to its disconnect from broader social
life. Neo-Evangelicals responded by reinterpreting secular life and morali-
ty, adopting a different approach. They defended and legitimized capitalist
American culture. Billy Graham, the most recognizable face of the move-
ment, began promoting this new ideology. This marked the first major break
of conservative Evangelicalism.?®

After World War II, the belief that the state was restricting Christian life
continued to grow. In the 1960s, mandatory prayer and Bible reading were
prohibited in public schools, and sex education became compulsory. During
this time, modernization in the South also posed a threat to the region’s
cultural identity, leading many conservative Evangelicals to feel that both
the church and the traditional family structure were falling apart.?® The is-
sue of race was also critically important, which led to the emergence of Left
Evangelicals in the early 1960s. Advocates fought against racism, but faced
significant resistance from the deeply ingrained racism of white fundamen-
talists. This represented a second major break within the movement.3°

In the 1970s, family life became increasingly politicized. In 1972, Congress
passed the Equal Rights Amendment, which was seen as a threat to tradition-
al family roles. White conservative Evangelical leaders believed that the
amendment would lead to an expansion of abortion and gay rights, impose

25 Bedir, “Reformasyon’dan Giiniimiize,” 80-81.

26 For now, it is necessary to accept White Evangelicalism as fundamentalist. The first rupture
will occur in 1947 with Neo-Evangelicals.

27 Bedir, “Reformasyon’dan Giliniimiize,” 87-89.

28 Walter J. Koehler, “A look at the positive side of neo-evangelicalism,” Consensus 13, no. 1
(1987): 81-85.

29 Armstrong, Tanr Adina Savas, 417.

30 David R. Swartz, “The Evangelical Left and the Politicization of Evangelicalism” In American
Evangelicalism: George Marsden and the State of American Evangelicalism, ed. Darren Dochuk,
Thomas S. Kidd, and Kurt W. Peterson, (University of Notre Dame Press, 2014), 446-49.
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coeducation, and ultimately signal the end of Evangelical values.3! Evangel-
icals found themselves in a desperate situation, because they felt constantly
oppressed. Consequently, these internal developments, combined with ex-
ternal factors, necessitated a shift toward active lobbying.

The external situation played a significant role in the politicization of white
conservative Evangelicals. The creation of Israel in 1948 and its territo-
rial expansion after the Six-Day War in 1967 were seen as signs of the im-
minent return of Jesus.*? In this context, Christian Zionism emerged as a
key element, which can be seen as the foreign policy of White Conservative
Evangelicalism. It differs from traditional Evangelicalism in several ways,
particularly in its views on family, Islam, Israel, and apocalyptic theology.
Central to this ideology is the belief in the Second Coming of Jesus. ** This
ideology, grounded in a Dispensationalist interpretation of history, holds
that the events described in Revelation, the final book of the Bible, will be
fulfilled literally. The Battle of Armageddon, the apocalyptic war described
in the text, will be fought between Jesus and the Antichrist. According to
this belief, Jesus will lead Christians to victory, ultimately establishing a
1,000-year Kingdom of God.**

The journey to the Kingdom of God is often viewed as proceeding through
the Jewish people and the nation of Israel. Within this perspective, Islam
is frequently perceived as an impediment to this divine plan. The Scofield
Reference Bible depicts Jews as a pivotal instrument of Christian salvation,
which has profoundly influenced Christian Zionists to offer unwavering
support for Israel.*® This devotion is so embedded in their belief system that
the establishment of Israel in 1948 is regarded as the most monumental
event since the ascension of Jesus Christ. Many believers emphasize this
momentous occasion as a profound sign indicating the imminent return of
the Messiah.?¢ As a result, they not only support the return of Jews to the
Promised Land but also advocate for settlement policies, convinced that
such actions will accelerate the arrival of Jesus back to Earth.?” Christian
Zionists assert that Israel has a divine right to expand its borders into the

31 Anneke Stasson, “The Politicization of Family Life: How Headship Became Essential to Evan-
gelical Identity in the Late Twentieth Century,” Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Inter-
pretation 24, no. 1(2014): 102. Ingmar Karlsson, Din, Terdr ve Hosgorii trans. Turhan Kayaoglu
(Homer Yayinlari, 2005), 43.

32 Aldrovandi, “Theo-Politics in the Holy Land Christian Zionism and Jewish Religious Zion-
ism,” 117.

33 Glindiiz, “Evanjelizm: Hiristiyan Fanatizmi.”

34 Incil (Kitab-1 Mukaddes Sirketi, 2020) Vahiy 7:5-8.

35 Alil. Giingor, Evanjelikler, (ilgi Kiiltiir Sanat Yayinlari, 2016), 30.

36 Armstrong, Tanri Adina Savas. 342

37 Giingor, Evanjelikler, 194.
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region recognized as Eretz Yisrael, encompassing Gaza, the West Bank, the
Golan Heights, Lebanon, Jordan, and parts of Egypt.>®

Christian Zionists view Islam as a direct threat to the dominance of Chris-
tianity, resulting in its perception as an “evil empire.”*° This struggle is often
framed as one between the Judeo-Christian God and the God of Islam.*° Con-
sequently, some encourage radical Jews to demolish Islam’s holy site in Jeru-
salem, the Al-Agsa Mosque, along with its landmark, the Dome of the Rock,
to replace it with the Third Temple of Solomon. This action aims to provoke
adivine conflict between Jews and Muslims, which they believe will pave the
way for the Messiah's return to Earth.*!

Christian Zionists are sympathetic to Israel, yet they harbor anti-Semit-
ic views. While Jews play a central role in apocalyptic scenarios, Christian
Zionists believe that the majority will be ruled by the Antichrist, with only
144,000 being saved by converting to Christianity. The verse in Romans
9:27 says: “... Although the children of Israel are as numerous as the sand of the
sea, only a few will be saved.” 4?

Consequently, this politicization process created significant divisions with-
in Evangelicalism and solidified the presence of Christian Zionism. Both
internal and external developments have driven these groups deeper into
political engagement and lobbying efforts. To this end, Christian Zionists
oppose both the two-state solution and peace initiatives to reach their pur-
poses. They support Israel's military operations, provide financial assis-
tance, and deny Palestinian property rights. They aim to prevent Israel from
withdrawing from any land. Notably, their lobbying efforts are more vigor-
ous than those of Jewish organizations. In this context, Christians United for
Israel (CUFI) stands out as the most important lobbying group and has been
particularly active during the Trump administration. 3

Trump Administration and Israel Policy of the U.S.

Trump'’s stance on Israel was similar to that of other U.S. presidential can-
didates. During the 2016 election campaign, he characterized Israel as the

38 Albayrak, “ABD’de Hiristiyan Siyonizmi,” 163.

39 Stephen Spector, Evangelicals and Israel: The Story of American Christian Zionism (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2009), 76.

40 Pat Robertson, “Why Evangelical Christians Support Israel,” Accessed March 5,2025, https://
www.patrobertson.com/Speeches/IsraelLauder.asp.

41 Omer Kemal Buhari, “(Dost) Diilsmanlar: Hiristiyan Siyonizminde Antisemitizm ve Anti-is-
lamizm,” Cumhuriyet ilahiyat Dergisi 23, n0.3 (2019): 1326.

42 incil. Vahiy 7:5-8, and Romalilar 9:27.

43 Albayrak, “ABD’de Hiristiyan Siyonizmi,” 163. Grace Halsell, Tanriyi Kiyamete Zorlamak, trans.
Mustafa Acar (Serbest Kitaplar, 2021), 123-28.
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true and most important ally. For him, Israel was essential to maintaining
stability and security in the Middle East and was the only stable democra-
cy in the region. He was personally very close to the Jewish community and
stated that the U.S. would stand by Israel under all circumstances, as it al-
ways had. Notably, Trump’s personal style in expressing his support for Is-
rael was a significant aspect of his approach. #

This personal style was accompanied by a deep distrust of the State Depart-
ment. According to Trump, the State Department was responsible for the
crisis in which the U.S. found itself, and it was no longer necessary to heed“-
so-called experts”*® This skepticism towards the system brought Trump’s
inner circle to the forefront. Relationships with other world leaders and
decision-making processes were often reduced to personal connections. #°
Central tothisapproach were Trump’s beliefs about the world, his networks,
and his business experience. Key figures included Kushner and his team,
who embodied this mentality, as well as Steve Bannon, one of Trump’s advi-
sorsuntil his dismissal. American Jews played a crucial role in this dynamic,
particularly Kushner and his associates, but also a larger group. They held
influential positions within the government, while those outside it had the
financial means to exert pressure. In mainstream politics, they represented
a significant and entrenched force in both parties, wielding transformative
influence. Conversely, Christian Zionists, although they outnumbered Jews
in terms of voters, were considered a marginal and lesser-quality group.
While they had key figures like Vice President Mike Pence, they were not as
directly embedded in Israel policy as the Jewish community; instead, they
acted as an external factor.

The Kushner group, which Trump entrusted with crafting Israel policy, was
entirely composed of Jewish members. Kushner, who led the group and is
Trump'’s son-in-law, was deeply committed to Israel’s security. His family
had donated millions of dollars to Israeli institutions, including those in
the settlements. Kushner’s longstanding relationship with Prime Minister

44 Donald J. Trump, Yeniden Biiyiik Amerika, trans. irem Saglamer (Pegasus Yayinlari, 2017), 20,
56-57,65.

45 Trump, Yeniden Biiyiik Amerika, 49-50.

46 Christina Pazzanese, “Tillerson’s exit interview,” The Harvard Gazette, September 18, 2019,
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Benjamin Netanyahu was notable. 4 Another important figure in this group
was Jason Greenblatt, a real estate lawyer from Trump’s company. Green-
blatt later became Trump’s White House Israel Advisor and Special Envoy
for Middle East Peace, despite lacking prior diplomatic experience.*® David
Friedman, who was considered by some to be even more radical than Net-
anyahu, opposed the two-state solution and advocated for settlement ex-
pansion. He was appointed as the Ambassador to Israel.*® Avi Berkowitz, an
Orthodox Jew and Kushner’s right-hand man, had family ties to The Ameri-
can Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC).5° These individuals were fiercely
loyal to Trump and benefited from a close working relationship with him,
which allowed them significant freedom in their actions. No one from the
cabinet intervened in their work, nor could they have been expected to. Ac-
cording to New York Magazine, Kushner was Trump’s closest advisor and the
last person Trump consulted before making crucial decisions.>! Therefore,
their perception and definition of the problem took center stage, leading to
a complex interaction between the Jewish billionaire Sheldon Adelson, who
was a Republican Party donor, Bannon, Christian Zionists, and the Israeli
government, which supported and pressured them. It was noteworthy that
Trump wanted Kushner to seek advice from Adelson in developing their
strategy. Throughout this process, the group maintained constant commu-
nication with Netanyahu.5?

Kushner served as a key link between Christian Zionists and the Trump ad-
ministration. He was present at the meeting between religious leaders and
Trump, and for Christian Zionist leaders, he represented a departure from
the politicians who had previously let them down. Ronnie Floyd described
Kushner as their close friend, while Jack Graham noted that he was a crucial
connection for Evangelicals.>® These groups had previously enjoyed access
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to the White House during the Reagan and George W. Bush administrations,
offering similar compliments at that time. However, it’s important not to
overstate this access. The heart of the new Middle East and Israel policy,
championed by Kushner and his team, was grounded in the cultivation of
personal relationships and the vision of a redefined geopolitical landscape.
Kushner himself noted that the Iranian threat had unlocked remarkable op-
portunities. In this complex environment, Christian Zionists found them-
selves ready to seize these opportunities and forge powerful new alliances.>*

The Iranian Threat and the New Geopolitics

At the center of the Trump administration’s Middle East policy was the secu-
rity of Israel, framed within the broader context of the Iranian threat. These
new geopolitics naturally led to cooperation between Israel and the member
states of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) against Iran. It was within this en-
vironment that the administration built its policy. Christian Zionists adapt-
ed well to this situation, legitimizing the administration’s approach by de-
veloping a religious and political understanding that ‘Israel’s enemies are
now friends.’

During Obama’s presidency, tensions with Netanyahu were widely recog-
nized, and his exclusionary stance toward Saudi Arabia was also apparent.
This situation was further complicated by the nuclear deal with Iran and
the events of the Arab Spring, leading both sides to develop shared percep-
tions of common threats. The rise of Islamic movements and Iran’s efforts
to expand its influence across the region contributed to a new geopolitical
landscape in 2012. Netanyahu emphasized the significance of the Iranian
threat as a means to overcome historical animosities and highlighted new
opportunities for cooperation.5®

During the election period, Trump criticized the Iran Nuclear Deal, label-
ingita “nuclear betrayal,” and targeted the Iranian regime. He stated that he
would be willing to negotiate if Iran immediately ended its nuclear program,
emphasizing that he would never allow Iran to produce nuclear weapons.
He viewed a nuclear-armed Iran as a threat to both Israel and the U.S.5°
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In response to this perceived threat, and in an effort to address the Pales-
tinian issue, the administration attempted to implement a new strategy.
According to the administration, the key players in the region were Israel,
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Iran. They believed that other nations could be
encouraged to cooperate against Iran in exchange for efforts to facilitate a
peace agreement between the Palestinians and Israel. Trump was confident
that his business experience would help bring order to the Middle East.>” In
this context, Kushner, the architect of Trump’s Middle East policy, and Mo-
hammed bin Salman, the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, developed a strong
partnership. Both sought to unify their opposition to Iran. Trump made his
first foreign visit to Saudi Arabia from May 19-27, 2017, where, in addition
to securing lucrative arms deals, the Palestinian issue was also a primary
focus. He considered this visit to be a significant step towards peace and
noted that Kushner had successfully garnered support from various Arab
leaders.5® As a result, in the lead-up to the decision regarding Jerusalem, a
U.S.-led deal began to materialize between the Gulf states and Israel. With
the Palestinian issue becoming less prominent, officials from Saudi Arabia
and Egypt even chose not to attend meetings of the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation focused on the matter.5°

Christian Zionists were aware of the shifting geopolitical landscape but
remained outside the decision-making process. The alignment of the ad-
ministration’s goals with the politics of strengthening Israel created the
impression that all objectives were in sync. This overlap blurred the distinc-
tion between the traditional American perspective, which supported Isra-
el based on shared values and national interests, and Christian Zionism,
which supported Israel due to religious prophecy. As a result, there was a
perception that Christian Zionists were in a powerful position.

The administration aimed to establish a new order in the Middle East with
Israel at its center before shifting its focus to China. In contrast, Christian
Zionists sought to instigate an immediate war between Israel and Iran. De-
spite their differing goals, Christian Zionists aligned themselves with the
government’s agenda and seized opportunities to become influential power
brokers in international politics. This not only brought them into the media
spotlight but also contributed to the perception that they played a crucial
role in shaping U.S. policy toward Israel. However, this situation also illus-
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trated how far they could stray from their core principles and legitimize ac-
tions in pursuit of political power.

The Jerusalem Decision and the Christian Zionist Lobby

The recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel in U.S. history is rooted
in the Jerusalem Embassy Act,®® which Congress passed in October 1995. The
law, approved with overwhelming support—93 to 5 in the Senate, and 374
to 37 in the House —underscores the strong bipartisan backing for Israel.®!
Every presidential candidate pledged to sign the law, but each ultimately
backed out, citing national security and the pursuit of peace, up until the
time the Trump administration took office. In his September 2016 meeting
with Netanyahu, Trump declared that Jerusalem is the capital of Israel and
vowed to move the U.S. embassy there.®? According to Trump, all previous
initiatives and political approaches regarding Jerusalem ran counter to
American interests.®

Christian Zionists advocated for relocating the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem
both before and after the 2016 elections. Over 660 religious leaders partici-
pated in a letter-writing campaign in support of Israel. They highlighted Is-
rael’s security, its strategic importance to the West, and the threat posed by
Iranian expansionism. For these leaders, officially recognizing Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital would strengthen a democratic ally that shares American
values and demonstrates a commitment to combating Islamic extremism.
In this regard, Christian Zionists effectively echoed the rhetoric of the ad-
ministration.®*

In May 2017, 59 religious leaders launched a second letter campaign to re-
mind the administration of its election campaign promise. They argued that
the U.S. must end its hypocrisy and reinforce its commitment to its demo-
cratic ally. John Hagee, a prominent Christian Zionist leader, claimed that
Trump’s election victory was a result of their support, asserting that he had
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won office as a candidate who favored Israel, and that 60 million Evangelical
voters were eager to see this promise fulfilled. However, when the law was
first presented to Trump on June 1, 2017, he did not sign it. Like previous
presidents, he cited concerns over national security and peace negotiations.
Even before making a decision, Israeli officials reiterated their call for ac-
tion in May. During his visit to Israel, Trump remained hesitant to make a
public commitment. He stated that he believed a peace deal was possible
and expressed his willingness to mediate the negotiations.®

After the decision, Vice President Pence, speaking at the Christians Unit-
ed for Israel (CUFI) event, praised President Trump as a man of faith and a
steadfast friend of Israel.®® He credited Trump's election to the prayers and
support of over 3.3 million believers advocating for Israel. Pence reaffirmed
that the U.S. embassy would be moved to Jerusalem and expressed optimism
that peace would eventually be achieved. However, he acknowledged that
concessions would be necessary for this peace. No one at the event, includ-
ing Pence, knew what those concessions would involve, as only Kushner and
his team had that information. The only assurance Pence provided was that
Israel’s security would remain uncompromised.®’

The administration sought to foster a relationship with Evangelicals that
mirrored those cultivated by past presidents. In July 2017, the White House
welcomed a significant gathering of predominantly White and Conservative
Evangelicals. As they filled the grand hall, Trump greeted them with enthu-
siasm, declaring, “This is the group that now has real power”, and proudly
asserting, “They have influence with God.” This moment was marked by a
solemn ritual, as members of the group laid their hands on Trump, offering
heartfelt prayers for his leadership. Christian Zionists hailed Trump as the
most faith-friendly president in recent memory, despite his lack of substan-
tial policy actions that aligned with their beliefs. Such expressions were
part of a familiar narrative, often echoed in the rhetoric surrounding each
president throughout history.®®
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A year after the election, they launched a third letter campaign, warn-
ing that Trump’s time was running out. Emphasizing the impossibility of
peace, they continued the rhetoric of a democratic Israel. The International
Christian Embassy Jerusalem argued that Islamic extremists were targeting
Christians in the region, and that Israel could restore order in the holy sites.
Led by CUFI, 135,000 people sent emails to the White House. On December
6, 2017, Trump finally approved the law, marking the second time the de-
cision came before him. Christian Zionist leaders credited the decision to
their own pressure.®® As often happens in American political history, they
exaggerated their influence. However, the decision was the result of a series
of events that unfolded over time. Russia’s interference in the 2016 presi-
dential election, and allegations that the administration contacted Russia
in December 2016 to block the Obama administration’s resolution against
Israel at the UN Security Council, eventually led to a court case, threatening
both the administration and Trump himself. In this context, Trump'’s fre-
quent blame of the intelligence services only complicated matters. Conse-
quently, Trump’s National Security Advisor, Flynn, was questioned by the
FBI and found guilty on December 1, 2017.7° The next targets of the investi-
gation were Kushner and then Trump. In this charged environment, on De-
cember 6,2017, Trump recognized Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. Trump
aimed to shift the agenda in case the investigation expanded to include him,
while also trying to rally his supporters by creating the perception that he
was being condemned for defending Christian values. When Kushner testi-
fied in the Russia investigation, Christian Zionist leaders spoke to Congres-
sional investigators. They issued a joint statement led by Johnnie Moore.
Falwell Jr. described the situation as “endless attempts by the media to keep
the fake Russia collusion story alive, solely to obstruct the president’s agen-
da."”

Trump aimed to transform the crisis into an opportunity to rally not only
Christian Zionists but also all Christians and Jews. His sharp criticism of
Jews, after they did not support him following a particular decision, was no-
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table.”? In this context, claims that Sheldon Adelson, a prominent Republi-
can donor and supporter of Netanyahu, secured Trump’s promise to recog-
nize Jerusalem as the capital in exchange for millions of dollars in campaign
contributions were particularly significant. Unlike the Christian Zionists,
Adelson wielded substantial influence.” During meetings in the first year
of the administration, he emphasized that the disaster scenarios arising
from the Jerusalem decision were exaggerated.”* He also offered to cover the
difference between the total cost of the embassy and what the administra-
tion could afford. Following the embassy move and ahead of the November
2018 elections, he purchased the U.S. ambassador’s official residence in Tel
Aviv.”> When Adelson passed away in January 2021, Trump’s statement un-
derscored his consistent pressure. He referred to Adelson as a staunch sup-
porter of Israel who tirelessly advocated for the relocation of the US embassy
to Jerusalem, and for peace between Israel and its neighbors.”®

There were also administrative reasons for the Kushner team to capitalize
on the evolving international environment. Saudi Arabia and Egypt were
significant players; Kushner believed they would suppress any opposition
and that the backlash would be limited. Following the decision, both Ri-
yadh and Cairo remained silent, as their primary concerns were militancy
and Iran.”’As a result of Kushner’s personal visits, Arab leaders began ad-
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vocating for an outside-in solution for the Palestinians. In this context, in
November 2017, bin Salman summoned Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas to Riyadh. According to leaked U.S. plans, the Saudis were pressuring
Abbas to designate the East Jerusalem suburb of Abu Dis as the capital of a
future Palestinian state.”® With the gradual consolidation of this external al-
liance under Kushner's leadership, a foundation was laid for the Jerusalem
decision. The Russian investigation also acted as a catalyst. The lack of vo-
cal opposition following the decision indicated that it had been negotiated
among the involved parties beforehand, with pressure on Abbas regarding
Abu Dis serving as a clear signal of this agreement. In summary, this move
marked the beginning of a new geopolitical strategy that the administration
had envisioned from the outset.

Following the decision, the belief that Trump resembles Cyrus the Great
gained traction among Christian Zionist circles. Christian Zionist leader
Paula White noted that Evangelicals were ecstatic about Trump’s decision
regarding Jerusalem. Hagee stated that this decision fulfilled biblical prom-
ises and suggested that it strengthened democracy, which in turn allowed
them to receive God’s blessings. 7 However, a poll conducted by the Univer-
sity of Maryland between November 1 and 6, prior to the decision, indicated
that 63% of Americans and 44% of Republicans opposed it. Support among
the general Evangelical population was only 53%, with 40% against the de-
cision.®® Despite this, the Jerusalem decision created a new environment
that continued to evolve.

Withdrawal from the Iran Nuclear Deal

On May 8, 2018, President Trump announced the U.S. withdrawal from the
nuclear deal with Iran, citing Iran’s support for terrorism, its potential to
develop nuclear weapons, and its threat to regional allies. The move also
signaled a further strengthening of Israel-Gulf relations.®! Trump’s goal was
toisolate Iran in line with his negotiating strategy, and to hurt Iran through
sanctions, and pressure until he got Iran to the negotiating table. In Trum-
pian thinking, this meant rewarding friends and punishing enemies who
oppose U.S. hegemony, as in the case of the Palestinian issue. As a result,
sanctions on Iran grew increasingly stringent starting in November 2018.82
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Iran was central to the Christian Zionists’ Israel policy, and they were be-
hind the administration. With the withdrawal from the nuclear deal, and
the assassination of Qassem Soleimani—an Iranian commander perceived
as a threat to Israel — Trump came to be seen by some Christian Zionists as a
modern-day Queen Esther, the biblical figure credited with saving the Jews
from destruction in ancient Persia (modern-day Iran).®® CUFI stated that
the U.S., Israel, and the world were safer now that the flawed Iran Deal had
been abandoned. CUFI founder Hagee expressed his support for Trump’s
hardline stance, saying he looked forward to the administration’s confron-
tation with Iran.®* Despite the marginal role Christian Zionists played in
shaping Trump’s decision to withdraw from the Iran Deal, Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo subsequently legitimized the move using rhetoric tailored to
Evangelical sensibilities. Pompeo adopted rhetoric that resonated with this
audience, stating that Iran sought to undermine Western civilization and
destroy the democratic, biblically inspired state of Israel, even referring to
Iran asa “cancer” in the Middle East.®

The Gulf countries also expressed satisfaction with Trump’s decision. Arab
support for Israel in its stance against Iran was also significant for Christian
Zionists. These groups aimed to strengthen their influence in international
politics by aligning with the administration’s policies. Historically, Chris-
tian Zionists viewed all Muslims as adversaries; however, the shifting polit-
ical landscape led them to recognize that supporting Arab countries against
Iran could enhance their global standing. In 2018, Christian Zionists, led by
Joel Rosenberg, visited the United Arab Emirates (UAE) to hold various meet-
ings aimed at securing Arab backing for Israel. Their discussions focused on
the Israeli-Palestinian issue, the Iranian threat, and religious freedom. The
following October, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed gained special at-
tention from Christian Zionists when he expressed a willingness to pursue
peace with Israel. Consequently, Christian Zionist organizations presented
the UAE to the media as a beacon of religious freedom. This was a strategy
forimage rehabilitation, similar to what they had done with Trump. In their
pursuit of international legitimacy, they sought to enhance the religious im-
age of their adversaries while obtaining the global recognition that Trump
had given them domestically.®
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On September 11, 2019, a similar delegation engaged in discussions with
bin Salman in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. The group, comprised of Christian Zi-
onists, sought to shape international political dynamics through interfaith
dialogue and to bolster Arab support for Israel in its opposition to Iran. The
timing of these talks, occurring in the context of heightened international
scrutiny following the assassination of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, under-
scores the efforts of Christian Zionists to enhance their political influence.
Prior to these meetings, representatives of the Christian Zionist movement
had articulated criticisms of Saudi Arabia, particularly concerning issues
of religious intolerance and human rights violations. However, in the after-
math of the discussions, such critiques largely diminished. Instead, the nar-
rative promoted by Christian Zionists began to frame Saudi Arabia in a more
favorable light, suggesting a misperception of the kingdom within the U.S.8”

After December 19, 2019, secret trilateral meetings were held between the
US, Israel, and the UAE to coordinate efforts against the Iranian threat. This
growing threat served to align their interests and strengthen cooperation.
The next phase of this collaboration was the “Deal of the Century,” which
shifted focus away from Palestine and towards regional integration, and
countering Iran’s influence in the region.®®

Deal of the Century

The Trump administration’s Deal of the Century, designed to address the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, was central to its approach to the region. The
team, led by Kushner and Jason Greenblatt, played a key role in shaping and
executing Trump’s Middle East policy.®

InMarch 2019, Greenblatt briefed Christian Zionists on the peace plan atthe
White House, attempting to reassure them. However, their concerns persist-
ed both before and after the U.S. recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.
In 2018, Christian Zionist leader Robert Stearns had already emphasized
that they would not support a peace plan that compromised Jerusalem. The
unrest among Christian Zionist leaders stemmed from the interpretation of

87 Aya Batrawy, “US Christian evangelical delegation meets Saudi crown prince,” AP News, Sep-
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Luke 21:24, which held that any transfer of Jerusalem to non-Jews would re-
verse biblical prophecy. At the meeting, Christian Zionists expressed their
concerns about the prospect of giving Palestinians a capital in part of East
Jerusalem. They were provided with few details about the peace plan, as the
administration was more focused on hearing their concerns and red lines.
However, it remains uncertain how much attention was given to these con-
cerns. The fear of reversing biblical prophecy loomed large. Greenblatt re-
assured them, stating that the peace plan would be fair and mutually ben-
eficial, though both sides would need to make concessions. Rosenberg,
addressing the other religious leaders, pointed out that despite the adminis-
tration’s efforts, the Palestinians were unlikely to agree to a deal. He advised
them not to worry too much about Jerusalem being compromised, urging
them to allow President Trump the freedom to move forward with the peace
plan.®°As these words suggest, these groups had no choice but to comply
with the existing plan, rather than to shape it.

As a component of his negotiating strategy, President Trump implemented
areduction in US assistance to the UN in 2017, a program that had been es-
tablished in 1950, prior to the introduction of his peace plan. His objective
was to place Palestine in a precarious position and to isolate it by severing fi-
nancial support. Additionally, he closed the Palestine Liberation Organiza-
tion (PLO) office in Washington, citing a lack of meaningful progress in the
peace process as well as the organization’s diplomatic activities perceived as
antagonistic towards Israel.’’By abandoning a stance of neutrality, Trump
exerted increased pressure on the Palestinians, accusing them of failing to
make necessary concessions. Concurrently, he sought support from Arab
states to compel their leaders to actively participate in negotiations.?? When
these coercive tactics did not yield the desired results, the administration
modified its approach, anticipating that the Palestinians would be willing
to negotiate in exchange for financial incentives. This blend of pressure tac-
tics and economic inducements to achieve foreign policy objectives became
adefining characteristic of Trump’s diplomatic strategy.®® In this context, in
June 2019, Kushner presented the economic component of the peace plan at
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a conference in Bahrain. The plan, titled “Peace for Prosperity,” promised a
prosperous future for the Palestinian people.**

On January 28, 2020, Trump announced what he referred to as the Deal of
the Century, officially titled “Peace for Prosperity: A Vision for Improving
the Lives of the Palestinian and Israeli Peoples.”®® The plan established ba-
sic guidelines for future negotiations but departed significantly from the
principles underlying previous peace efforts, such as Camp David, Oslo, and
Annapolis. It also diverged from core UN peace principles, including Reso-
lutions 242 and 338, which called for Israel to return to the 1967 borders.*®
Although the plan emphasized that it was based on a two-state solution, it
aimed to establish a Palestinian state while prioritizing Israel’s security.
The plan limited Palestinian sovereignty to ensure that the state would not
pose a threat to Israel. It also outlined specific conditions for the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state, including the recognition of Israel as a Jewish
state, “the rejection of terrorism,” and the fulfillment of Israel’s security
needs, as well as those of the broader region.*” In terms of borders, the Pal-
estinians were not granted their pre-1967 borders. Israel would retain its
settlements within its territory, and Jerusalem would remain undivided.
Trump reinforced this stance on December 6, 2017, when he declared Je-
rusalem the undivided capital of Israel. Palestine was allocated the Abu Dis
neighborhood, located outside the security barrier, as its designated part of
East Jerusalem.®®

Regarding the status of Jerusalem, Kushner emphasized during a CNN in-
terview that the city would remain unified under Israeli sovereignty, un-
derscoring its designation as the “ancient Jewish capital.” He further noted
that both Prime Minister Netanyahu and General Benny Gantz endorsed his
vision and expressed a shared commitment to achieving peace.’® Nonethe-
less, the proposed plan was markedly unilateral, having been formulated
in close collaboration with Israeli officials. The composition of the drafting
team — entirely Jewish and closely aligned with Israeli policy positions —re-
inforced the perception that the initiative was developed within a narrowly
defined circle, with minimal engagement from external stakeholders. Ac-
cording to a senior White House official, the plan, which remained secret
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until its public reveal, was accessed from start to finish by just four people —
the two main figures, U.S. Ambassador to Israel David Friedman, and Kush-
ner’s aide, Avi Berkowitz. Even Trump was not fully briefed on the details.
Although Secretary of State Pompeo, Vice President Pence, and National Se-
curity Advisor John Bolton were initially apprised of the initiative, they did
not participate in its formulation, effectively delegating authority to Kush-
ner and his immediate team.!° Both Christian Zionist groups and Palestin-
ian representatives were largely excluded from the planning process. While
Christian Zionists were occasionally afforded opportunities to express their
perspectives and receive limited information, their involvement remained
peripheral.

Despite earlier claims that the group was on the verge of distancing itself
from Trump, Rosenberg’s statement —expressing their trust in Trump on
Israel and that he is not an enemy of Israel like Obama — suggested that they
were ultimatelyleaving all decision-making to Kushner’s team.!°* The group,
which believes that no land should be compromised, welcomed the peace
plan due to their trust in Trump, even though the plan proposed making a
portion of East Jerusalem the Palestinian capital, potentially contradicting
prophecy. Hagee, who views a peaceful resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflictbefore the second coming of Jesus as a challenge to God’s plan, called
it the best peace proposal ever put forward by any U.S. administration. They
viewed the plan as a step closer to realizing the biblical map of Israel. Some
argued that Trump’s actions were in line with biblical recognition, asserting
that the plan was not a true two-state solution, because it already assigned
security responsibilities to Israel. Christian Zionists legitimized the situ-
ation by referencing the biblical example of Abraham dividing his proper-
ty after a dispute with Lot. One of the defining traits of Christian Zionists,
which contributed to the perception that they influenced Israel policy, was
their ability to justify any decision through religious reasoning, even when
it was independent of their direct involvement.!°?

In unveiling the plan, Trump underscored the U.S. withdrawal from the nu-
clear deal, the assassination of Soleimani, and Arab-Israeli cooperation,
suggesting that the Palestinian issue had taken a backseat. !°® The signifi-
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cance of the plan lay in its emphasis on US-led regional cooperation and an
alliance against Iran, which it framed as “dramatic changes.” The adminis-
tration aimed to separate the Israeli-Palestinian conflict from Israeli-Arab
and Israeli-Muslim relations, facilitating integration between the two sides.
The conflict was seen as benefiting Iran, and establishing close relations be-
tween Israel and the Gulf states was deemed essential to counter that influ-
ence as quickly as possible.!%*

The Abraham Accords

Diplomatic efforts to cooperate against Iran continued with meetings be-
tween the U.S., Israel, and the UAE in February and December 2019. With
the treaty, the Palestinian issue was taken off the table, removing a major
obstacle to forming an alliance between the Arab states and Israel.!°* On Au-
gust 13, 2020, President Trump publicly announced the agreement estab-
lishing official relations between the UAE and Israel, marking the culmina-
tion of years of diplomatic efforts between Israel and the Gulf states. Shortly
afterward, Bahrain also agreed to normalize relations with Israel. On Sep-
tember 15, 2020, the Abraham Accords Peace Agreement was signed at the
White House by Bahrain, the UAE, and Israel.'°¢

The agreement emphasized the promotion of interfaith dialogue, econom-
ic and cultural cooperation, and the advancement of diplomatic relations.
Although Iran was not explicitly mentioned, the perceived Iranian threat
played a significant role in the lead-up to the agreement. The threat Iran
posed to the national security and territorial integrity of these countries ne-
cessitated a unified response. The parties aimed to coordinate their efforts
with those of the U.S. The stated goal was to establish a “stable, peaceful, and
prosperous Middle East” that would extend across the region. This framing
also served to further marginalize and isolate both Palestine and Iran, while
facilitating Israel’s integration into the regional order.*?’

Kushner stated that regional leaders had become increasingly impatient
with the Palestinian issue and were now prepared to accept the reality of Is-
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rael’s presence. He described the agreements as a strategic effort to reshape
the region and enhance U.S. national security. The most influential figure
was Jared Kushner, who was so confident in his vision that he established a
think tank — the Abraham Accords Institute for Peace —alongside his close aide
Avi Berkowitz, to further his efforts and promote increased normalization
between Israel and the Arab states.!%®

As for Christian Zionists, CUFI welcomed the Abraham Accords, stating that
Iran poses a threat to all nations in the region.'® Rosenberg contended that
the Abraham Accords were a much more strategic initiative than annex-
ation, and emphasized that they exerted pressure on the administration to
maintain this direction. Yet, this was typical of their approach, as they were
skilled at taking credit for successes.!'°

Conclusion

In discussions about U.S.-Israel relations, the influence of Evangelical
groups is often portrayed as a primary driver behind U.S.’s strong support
for Israel. This narrative, particularly prominent during the Trump era, has
significantly shaped perceptions. However, it increasingly diverges from re-
ality, as several factors contribute to this widespread misconception.

Firstly, Christian Zionists typically present Evangelicalism as a cohesive and
unified bloc. Much of the research in this area fails to capture the nuanced
distinctions within this religious ideology, often relying on definitions pro-
vided by Christian Zionists themselves. Therefore, the notion persists that
those who adhere to Christian Zionism constitute a substantial segment of
the U.S. population. This mischaracterization further contributes to the er-
roneous belief that all Evangelicals are aligned in their support for Israel.

Moreover, Christian Zionists assert that any decisions regarding Israel —
which occur independently of their influence —are ultimately shaped by
their pressure. Their ability to frame political actions within a religious
context creates the illusion of significant influence over Israel policy. The
intricate relationship between religion and politics in the U.S. amplifies
this perception. Occasionally, officials employ rhetoric that resonates with
Christian Zionism to legitimize their choices and mobilize public support.
However, it is crucial to recognize that this rhetorical emphasis often stems

108 Bess Levin, “Jared Kushner, Foreign Policy Genius in His Own Mind, Is Founding an ‘Institute
for Peace’,” Vanity Fair, May 5, 2021, https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2021/05/jared-kush-
ner-peace-institute?srsltid=AfmB0Ooq0o_X5MCBjI30Fh_jV8W50EwG-CjQNgvKfn83RHNFB-
Chhc3Yx0.

109 Kirk, “American Evangelicals, the Gulf.”

110 Levin, “Jared Kushner, Foreign,”” Okur and Ozcelik, “Trump Yonetimi Doneminde,” 16.

VOLUME 16 e NUMBER 2 | 257



YASIN MANDACI

from deeper identity values. While such rhetoric may be utilized by political
leaders, it is strategically embraced by Christian Zionists to advance their
agenda.

Additionally, the consensus between U.S. administrations and Christian
Zionists regarding support for Israel obscures the varying motivations in-
volved. American administrations typically advocate for Israel based on
shared values and strategic interests, whereas Christian Zionists are mo-
tivated by a vision rooted in biblical prophecy. In essence, a clearer under-
standing of these dynamics reveals the complexities of U.S.-Israel relations,
encouraging a more nuanced dialogue that goes beyond simplistic narra-
tives.

The perception of Christian Zionists as a powerful force is misleading; in re-
ality, the group is relatively weak. The reasons for their ineffectiveness can
be divided into internal and external factors. The primary internal factor is
that Evangelicalism does not constitute a monolithic faith but rather rep-
resents an umbrella term that encompasses a diverse array of fragmented
beliefs. While a substantial number of individuals identify with this broad
category, the theological differences among them hinder their ability to
unite around common political objectives or to function as a cohesive ad-
vocacy group. Even within White Conservative Evangelicalism, different
factions are centered around various charismatic leaders, and their differ-
ing ideas often lead to internal strife and factionalism. This power struggle,
coupled with the leaders’ mutual disaffection, weakens the overall struc-
ture.

A second intrinsic reason for the ineffectiveness of Christian Zionists is
that, although they outnumber Jews, they are markedly disadvantaged in
terms of education and income. This disparity diminishes their potential to
exert influence over the American political landscape. For instance, during
the Trump administration, individuals with close ties to the Israel Lobby
occupied significant roles in the cabinet and played crucial roles in shaping
U.S. policy toward Israel. In contrast, Christian Zionists remain an external
influence, lacking the same degree of direct impact on policymaking.

The third internal factor is the decreasing size and influence of this group.
White Evangelicals have become increasingly fragmented, both within the
U.S. in general and the Republican Party in particular. The number of mar-
ginal Christian Zionists is steadily declining, and support for Israel among
younger generations is waning. Instead of viewing Evangelicals as a formi-
dable political force, it is more accurate to interpret their political engage-
ment and alignment with authority as a means of ‘survival.” Furthermore,
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their ability to bolster their position through collaboration with other
groups is undermined by rhetoric that is often perceived as threatening and
contains elements of significant racism. Consequently, their influence re-
mains confined to a very narrow scope.

When examining the external factors, the only place where Christian Zion-
ists can exert influence is the Republican Party. Even if these groups’ con-
cerns are understood within the party, particularly by the presidents, the
presidents are not part of them. While administrations offer rhetorical sup-
port to these groups, they do so primarily to address a broader conservative
base.

Another factor is that foreign policy decision-making in the U.S. occurs at
a level where these groups are not directly involved, and the pluralist sys-
tem prevents any single group from capturing the apparatus of power. Since
power is divided and distributed at the constitutional level, structures aim-
ing to seize power must succeed on multiple fronts. In American political
culture, religious groups have the opportunity to assert themselves in the
political arena, but they cannot achieve absolute supremacy on their own.!!!

When we view Christian Zionism as a subset of White Conservative Evangel-
icalism, rather than focusing solely on Israel, and consider what they have
achieved in domestic politics, the limits of their power become clearer. It
would be highly misguided to claim that a group with no tangible success,
or influence in domestic politics can exert significant influence in interna-
tional politics.
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