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In other forums | have theorized an origin for to@cept of chosenness that
appears to be deeply imbedded in all expressionsonbtheism | have encountered.
Today | am interested in considering how theoldgicgions of chosenness work
themselves out in terms of policies of relationshifh non-believers in the three
great monotheistic families. We'll begin by citisgme of the classic scriptural texts
upon which Jews, Christians and Muslims rely ineori justify their sense of being
elected or chosen by God.

I have limited my citation of "chosenness textsthose that are quite explicit
by using language evocative of divine selectionr&\do add scriptural texts that
argue over the closely related notion of divineaatant, the number would increase
exponentially in all three scriptures.

The Hebrew Bible

The Hebrew Bible is riddled with chosenness teaatis] only a few need to be
cited here. They begin to appear at the very congeraent of the biblical history of
the Jewish people. Abraham is mysteriously chose@dx to engage in a physical
and spiritual journey to and with the one great Gdtle Lord said to Abram, "Go
forth from your native land and from your fathdnsuse to the land that | will show
you. %l will make of you a great nation, and | will blegsu. | will make your name
great, and you shall be a blessintj.will bless those who bless you and curse him
that curses you, and all the families of the eatfthll be blessed through you'..
(Gen.12:1-3). As the community expands from a rardi@mily to a clan, a tribe, and
then a fellowship of many tribes, God reaffirms timeque relationship when giving
the Torah to Israel at Mt. SinafMoses went up to God. The Lord called to him from
the mountain, saying: "Thus shall you say to theskeoof Jacob and declare to the
children of Israel:*You have seen what | did to the Egyptians, howaré fyou on
eagles' wings and brought you to Me

That unique relationship is reaffirmed repeatadipughout scripturé'l, the
Lord, am your God who has set you apart from opfemples’(Lev. 20:24)."°For you are a
people consecrated to the Lord your God: of &l pleoples of the earth the Lord your God
chose you to be His treasured peoglietut. 7:6)."The Lordyour God chose you from
among all other peoples on earth to be His treadyreople”(Deut. 14:2)"Hear now, O
Jacob My servant, Israel whom | have chosélgdiah 44:1)!2You alone have |
singled out [known] of all the families of the da&r(Amos 3:2)."Happy is the nation whose
God is the Lord, the people He has chosen to bewis' (Ps. 33:12).

The sense and significance of chosenness repeesenthese texts are not all alike.
Their meanings are shaped by the historical (inoly@olitical, social, religion) contexts out
of which they emergetiAlthough the nuances of meaning and contextudédgracnd are

1 “The Problem of Chosenness in Judaism, Christiaamt Islam,” The 2005 Sterling M. McMurrin
Lecture on Religion and Culture, University of U{@alt Lake City: University of Utah, 2005).
"Contextualizing Antisemitism in Islam: Chosenng3hposing, and the Affects of the Birthing of New
Religion," International Journal of Applied Psychoanalytic &ies4:3 (2007)
(www.interscience.wiley.cojn"Chosenness and the Exclusivity of Truth," lngé for Advanced
Catholic Studies (forthcoming).

2 Cite works treating these and their significance.




important for understanding the history and dewelept of the notion, this is not the topic
here, so we will leave them and observe simply tiitoncept is well-developed in the
Hebrew Bible and serves as a kind of identifyinggda for the religion of Israel.

The religion of Israel is the foundational expreasbf monotheism. It is the first and,
until Christianity, the only sustained expressiémonotheism that we know dfReligion in
the ancient Near East seems to have been definkdrganized ethnically more than
theologically.Most of the peoples in the region had unique, éebnsen"”
relationships with their own national Gods who wbpfotect and sustain their
particular ethnic communities in exchange for propership. WThe Moabites had
their particular national God named Kemosh, the Amites had a national God
called Milkom, the name of the Philistine natio@ad was Dagon, etc. Religious
identity in the ancient Near East was ethnic, amel worshipped according to one's
ethnic or "national” identity.

Like all ancient Near Eastern ethnic religionists,@édren of Israel imagined
themselves in a unique relationship with their Gmd,unlike the others, it seems, they
considered their national God to also be the odeoaty God of all creation. Israel was the
first religious community to arrive at this two-blinderstanding, and Judaism today, along
with all subsequent forms of monotheism, seemstiir some aspect of this unique
perspective. On the one hand, God is universattamdovereign creator-God for all things
and all peoples. On the other, that universal Galehparticular, unique and even exclusive
relationship with the one and only religious comityiof believers that truly understands the
acts out the will of that universal God.

The New Testament

Because all scriptures reflect the particular lmisé (including political,
linguistic, cultural, religious, social and techogical) contexts in which they were
revealed, the New Testament tends to express tienrad chosenness in a different
manner and with a different discourse than the elglBible. Nevertheless, being
chosen by God is no less important. The choseroigshkristianity begins with the
unique chosen quality of God's own and only sdtAs'these two were moving away
from Jesus, Peter said to him, 'Master, it is gttt we are here. Shall we make
three shelters, one for you, one for Moses, andf@nElijah?' but he spoke without
knowing what he was saying*As he spoke there came a cloud which cast its shado
over them; they were afraid as they entered thad;f&and from it a voice spoke:
‘This is my son, my Chosen; listen to hithtike 9:33-35).

Chosenness in the New Testament tends to be renfimrach single people
(as with Israel) and applied to both the divinenedion and to the religious system
that emerged from it. That is, chosenness is itiedtiess with a people than with a
trans-ethnic or trans-national community of belrsvdt is the Church (Grekklesia
'the chosen'), the spiritual rather than tribal oamity of believers that defines the
chosen of God. This change is articulated famatlistyugh the parable of Jesus as the
shepherd who gathers the chosen among all thensat#myone may enter the fold.
Jesus is the door to the sheepfold and the sofiestry to God the Fathelin very
truth | tell you, the man who does not enter theegifiold by the door, but climbs in
some other way, is nothing but a thief and a robBete who enters by the door is the
shepherd in charge of the sheéfhe door-keeper admits him, and the sheep hear
his voice; he calls his own sheep by name, andslézem out*When he has brought
them all out, he goes ahead of them and the slolep/f because they know his
voice. °They will not follow a stranger; they will run awé&pm him, because they do

% Note Aknaton, Greco-Roman, pre-Islamic Arabian,that they were not sustained.



not recognize the voice of strangerSThis was a parable that Jesus told them, but
they did not understand what he meant by$o Jesus spoke again: 'In very truth |
tell you, | am the door of the sheepfofihe sheep paid no heed to any who came
before me, for they were all thieves and robbéreim the dooranyonewho comes
into the fold through me will be safe. He willigeand out and find pasture’l. am
the good shepherd; | know my own and my own knaySas the Father knows me
and | know the Father....

There remains, however, at least in some layeresepted by New
Testament scripture, an articulation of concerrtlierchosenness of a Christian
religious peoplehood, even if not a tribal or ethr@ligious peoplehood as the
Hebrew Bible defines IsraélTell me now, you who are so anxious to be under th
law, will you not listen to what the Law sayssltvritten there that Abraham had
two sons, one by his slave and the other by hésbmn wife. The slave-woman’s son
was born in the course of nature, the free wom#wsugh God’s promise. This is
an allegory. The two women stand for two covenamtse one bearing children into
slavery is the covenant that comes from Mt. Sithait is Hagar. Sinai is a mountain
in Arabia and it represents the Jerusalem of todayshe and her children are in
slavery. But the heavenly Jerusalem is the fremavp she is our mother!... Now
you, my friends, like Isaac, are children of Gqu'smise, but just as in those days the
natural-born son persecuted the spiritual son,tde today. Yet what does scripture
say? 'Drive out the slave and her son, for theafihe slave shall not share the
inheritance with the son of the free wom#@f. Gen.21:10]You see, then, my
friends, we are no slave's children; our mothethis free woman. It is for freedom
that Christ set us free. Stand firm, therefore] agfuse to submit again to the yoke of
slavery" (Gal.4:21-31f.

This sentiment is even stronger in 1 Peter 2:9“¥ut you are a chosen race,
a royal priesthood, a dedicated nation, a peop&med by God for his own, to
proclaim the glorious deeds of him who has called gut of darkness into his
marvelous light*°Once you were not a people at all; but now youGeel's people.
Once you were outside his mercy; but now you atsideino longer.'lt is not clear
to me whether the use of a peoplehood or "racé&atsfa lingering ethnic sentiment
or use of a metaphor to provide meaning and ret@émthe Hebrew Biblical notion
in a cosmopolitan Greco-Roman world. | tend tokhime latter, but more work needs
to be done to parse out the meaning in the Greglpassible Hebrew/Aramaic
subtexts.

The Qur'an

The Qur'an also finds meaning in divine chosenrassas in prior scripture,
it expresses the particularity of its historicahtaxt."You are the best community that
has been brought forth for humanity, commanding¢peitable and forbidding the
repugnant, and you believe in God. If the PeopléeBook believed, it would surely
be best for them. Some of them are believers, bsit ane deviants{Q.3:110). Only
those within this particular community of believensrit a future of eternal bliss.
*’Round up those who did wrong and their spousesydrad they used to worship
“Aside from God, and guide them to the path of fiell'the hot place"]....3*This is
what We do to the sinnerSFor when it was said to them, "There is no godGadl,
they made as if they were too grésaying, "We should abandon our Gods because
of a mad poet?". 3%You receive your recompense [punishment] only fmatwou do

4 See also Romans 9:7-9.



“Yexcept for thdoyal/pureservants of God'These receive well-known reward,
“%ruits, being well-honoreéfin gardens of delight (Q.37).

The term in the Qur'an to describe the loyal oemearvants of God 1§al>=1
In another verse in the following chapter (38), tinen is found in a kind of linguistic
parallel with ,t>Ul u»:)z.aiJ\ which clearly convey chosenness. They are all ped

entrance into Paradise, which is called in thetaterse, "Gardens of Eden';;(\f;.
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“>And remember our servants Abraham, Isaac and Jaaupwed with
ability and vision**We purified them with a purity that is reminiscefithe Home [of
paradise?].*'They are among the chosen, the elect in Our Vi#md remember
Ishmael and Elisha and Dhu al-Kifl, each one amtimgbest**This is a reminder;
for the conscientious a good place of retré¥Bardens of Eden, whose doors are
open to them.

You may observe from the greater effort | needubipto identifying and
working with the notion of chosenness in the Quttat it is not articulated as often
nor as centrally as it is in the Hebrew Bible arelWNl'estament. It is nevertheless an
important item. When | suggested (as a complinmamtd you) that chosenness is not
as important a concept for Islam as it is for Jsileand Christianity a few months
ago to a university audience in Cairo, the reactvas hostile. | was condemned for
suggesting that perhaps the vef¥®mu are the best community that has been brought
forth for humanity..."might be conditional on the second part of theesese:
commanding the reputable and condemning the remugheiill end this section with
a final qur'anic verséGod has promised those of you who believe andodad gvorks
that He will make them successors on earth, jusi@asade those before them
successors. He will surely establish their religionthem that He has approvefbr
them, exchanging security for them in place of'fé@r.24:55).

You will note that in the Christian and Islamiciptures, the notion of
chosenness is expressed in a manner that is npdessical than in the Hebrew
Bible. All three scriptures convey a sense thatettan be only one truly chosen and
that being chosen necessarily excludes the othgiotes communities from the
equation. The latter two scriptures seem to adraethe chosenness of the Israelites
expressed in the Hebrew Bible was accurate atioree but that for reasons that we
cannot explore here, they lost that standing asethesponding to the new revelations
assumed the extraordinary status once held by tirethe language of game theory,
chosenness in scripture is often expressed ag@Smen” situation. There can be
only one chosen at any time.

*kkk

The zero-sum nature of chosenness that is ofenigh not always) expressed
in monotheistic religion is probably influenced ®ynumber of human, or social-
psychological factors, including the natural asstien of choosing with hierarchy
(the one chosen takes a higher position than ttiagdnave not been chosen), the

® |t is tempting to rely on Cleary's translation héeirtadaa, "...which God has chosen for them"
(Thomas ClearyThe Qur'an: A New Translatiofm.p.: Starlatch Press, 2004), but although Clsary
translation is often quite insightful, the usertddaa here approaches but does not equal the meaning
of chosenness.



structural manner in which humans have conceivatietlivine-human relationship,
and with the polemical environments in which neligreus movements emerge in
history® With what follows | wish to consider how chosermssems to affect
policies of relationship with non-believers. As lwthe contextual nature of scriptural
discourse in general, thinking about policies ¢dtienship must also take into
consideration historical and cultural contexts.

Before entering that discussion, however, we rfitsttdigress slightly in
order to clarify what three monotheistic systenestaing treated here. These three
are Judaism, Christianity and Islam, all three bfol are distinct from what | will
refer to here as Biblical ReligidrThe reality is contrary to a persistent notion ago
many non-Jews and Jews alike, that the Judaisntiggddoday, even among the
most traditional Jews, is virtually the same religas that of the Bible. That notion is
simply erroneous. The differences between JudarsihBiblical Religion are many
and significant, ranging from matters of divine shup ritual to theology to the
articulation of religious commitment in practidea{akhahand custom), concepts of
the endtime and afterlife, and so on. There cdyt&na profound continuity between
Biblical Religion and Rabbinic Judaism in all oétfields just mentioned, but so can
it be argued that there a profound continuity betwBiblical Religion and
Christianity and even Islam. | use the term, "evierreference to Islam only because
Muslims tend not to rely on the same quality obagsion with the Hebrew Bible
that Jews and Christians claim.

What makes Judaism particularly different fromIBil Religion is the virtual
extension of scripture into Rabbinic literature,ievhincludes the Talmud but is not
limited to the Talmud. | lump all the relevant Rabob literature together for the
purposes of this discussion and call it "Talmud"reasons of simplicity and rhetoric,
and | use the term "virtual extension" becauseTdiemud is simultaneously a self-
acknowledged extension of scripture and an intéapom of scripture. It is referred to
consistently by rabbinic Jews as the "Oral Toralptofound statement about its
quality as scriptur On the other hand, the sages who appear and wyirk it
acknowledge that it is also a complex interpretiaéerprise whose goal is to make
sense of tradition in its relationship to the strip of the Hebrew Bibl@.

This of course complicates the discussion, baisib allows for a kind of
symmetry. The Hebrew Bible/Old Testament no lorrgeresents any single living
religious system, but rather serves as a kind ofstdipture” for all three post-
biblical monotheistic systems. It has a primarycplan the scriptural canon of both
Judaism and Christianity, even though it servesemagran authority that authenticates
the next level of scripture in the New Testamemt e Talmud than a scripture in its
own right. It is referenced as divine in originalsy Islam, but is not relied upon to
authenticate the Qur'an aside from its role asralgevelation that has become
corrupted by human manipulation, thereby openiegahy for a third and final
revelation in the Qur'an.

CHOSENNESS ANDPOLICIES OF RELATIONSHIP WITH THOSE NOT CHOSEN

For an analysis of the structural influence, seetiMdaffee, "One God, One Revelation, One People:
On the Symbolic Structure of Elective Monotheis@®AR 69:4 [2001], 753-775). For an analysis of
the historical influence, see Firestone (articiésdcabove).
" Some scholars refer to the religion that is aréitad in the Hebrew Bible as "Biblical Judaism." |
prefer Biblical Religion in order to differentiatieat from Judaism (or "Rabbinic Judaism").
s

ources.
° Sources.



We focus here on two closely related subjects: timymonotheistic systems
have understood the chosen bond with God in tefmaations with other peoples or
religions, and how this sense of relationship wagex out in policy and actioff.
Clearly, a sense of elitism is deeply imbeddederelationship between the
"chosen" and the "non-chosen" Other. This elitismat without its critics, even
within the scriptures that overwhelmingly preacé #ipecial quality and nature of the
chosen! Nevertheless, elitism seems to be a sine qua hanosenness. That
superiority can and has been articulated diffeyantiarious scriptural verses. It may
be triumphant or patronizing, arrogant and jubilanaloof and even tolerant, but it is
an essential part of having been chosen by the pithaegoverns the universe. What
follows represents some preliminary observationstanughts about how various
communities' sense of chosenness was acted celations with other, non-chosen
communities.

In Ancient Israel

In the Hebrew Bible the hierarchy is most cle&f all the peoples on earth
the Lord your God chose you to be his treasureglpggdDeut.7:6-8, Cf. 14:2).You
shall be holy to Me, for | the Lord am holy, ankave set you apart from other peoples to be
Mine" (Lev.20:26).This is elitism combined with separatism, anceftacts the
historical context of the ancient Near East whdlreeligions were ethnically
organized and defined, and the particular statusra€l as the only community that
considered its God both a tribal God and a trulyensal God. The Israelites
considered their bond with God unique and exclusbreat least, that was the goal.
Very often, Israel is criticized by the voice oétHebrew Bible fonot remaining
loyal to a unique and exclusive relationship withGod.

It must be recalled that one worshipped accordingnie's ethnic identity. In
fact, the notion of religious conversion seemstadtave been a conceptual
possibility at the time. It emerged as an optioly amthe Hellenistic period, probably
under the influence of the philosophic schools tra could study and determine
which among them made most seffsBecause the history represented by the
Hebrew Bible was earlier, the notion of religiowsneersion and therefore,
proselytism, simply cannot be found there. Theti@tahip of Israel to other nations,
therefore, was never one of mission, and one firedslear reference to proselytizing
in the Hebrew Bible. Compare, for example, with @teistian New Testament or
Jewish Rabbinic literature, both of which cleartk@owledge the notions of
conversion and mission.

This lack of reference to mission in the Hebrewl8imay have also been
related to the lack of a developed notion of revaard punishment in an afterlife.
Modern Westerners tend to presume that such amots "always" operative, but
the notion of divine salvation seems to have enteaysy in the period of Late
Antiquity following the biblical period® Without such a notion, it would have been a
conceptual impossibility to "save souls" of eithefievers or non-believers.

9 The literature treating the relationship betwedigi@nists and "the other" has grown significaritly
the past few decades. See, for example, Lauretioer8ein and Robert Cohn (EdShe Other in
Jewish Thought and HistofNY: NYU Press, 1994), Jacques Waardenblhgslim Perceptions of
Other ReligiongNY: Oxford, 1999), [].

1 Amos 9:7, Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 88a, & citefiNT & Q.

2 A. D. Nock, Conversion(Oxford, 1933).
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In earlier layers of the Bible which seem to reffla period in which our sense
of monotheism was only emerging, local peoplesthett Gods were treated as a fact
of life and interaction between early biblical hes@and non-Israelites and their Gods
was normativé? As the developing sense of monotheism becameasitrgly central
among Israel, however, it became ever more impbttaseparate from the tempting
religious practices of neighboring peoples who Wwipged other Gods and powers. It
is likely that many social practices that emergethe Bible did so, at least in part, in
order to separate Israelites from social interaewih other peoples. This represents
quite a different situation from would have obtaited the Hebrew Bible been
interested in mission.

In the ancient Near East, the only way to leaveésomecestral religion was to
assimilate into another ethnic group or natiornié's social and ritual practice
required activities that discouraged social inteoacwith other peoples, one would
be less likely to become attracted to them and fractices. Intermarriage was
always a threat to the unity and survival of th@mommunity. Even those groups
such as the Egyptians and Ammonites, among whamellsras permitted by biblical
scripture to intermarry, exogamous relations waresoned only after three
generations of the foreigners' assimilation int idraelite cultural and religious
system (Deut. 23:8-9).

These kinds of rules and behavioral expectationsal reflect a powerful
political standing. As David Biale has so aptlyttem, "For most of the time from the
beginning of the Israelite settlement in the lah@anaan to the fall of the Second
Temple, the Jewish people lived in the shadow eaAgempires, rarely enjoying what
would today be called full national sovereigntyThe elitism of Israelite
monotheism with its sense of chosenness remairmetldit of a small and often
embattled community. Only in one instance duririg geriod was mission or the
imposition of Israelite religion directed to anatlsemmunity. This was the case of
the forced conversion of the Idumeans under thertldasan ruler, John Hyrcanus, in
the second century, BCE. Such a policy became silplity only because of the
influence of Hellenism and the temporary vacuumaitical power caused by the
collapse of the Hellenistic Seleucid Empire in $eeond centur}f

In Rabbinic Judaism

Rabbinic Judaism emerged during the late, Secenaple period after the
notions of conversion, mission and salvation hadren into the conceptual
repertoire of the Hellenistic world. Rabbinic Jumhaiemerged into history during an
extended period of Jewish political powerlessné&h the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70, CE, Jewish communities lived in pcdit exile, even within the Land
of Israel, among polities governed by non-Jewsrdkeere two important stages in
this period.

In the first, the Roman Empire was pagan, and n@am@zo-Romans were in
search of a religious system that would be morenmegéul than that of the
increasingly irrelevant Greco-Roman systems. Dutlmg period, many non-Israelites
began engaging in "Judaizing" practices that brotlghm into the orbit of Judaism.
These included at least partial observance of Jesvetary laws, ritual practices,
study, and even circumcision among men, and itdemdme possible by that time to
enter into the community of Israel as convertsnfamy Greco-Romans entered into

1 Nili Fox article.

15 David Biale,Power and Powerlessness in Jewish His{ddy: Schocken, 1986), 11-12.
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emerging Rabbinic Judaism that historians estirtetesome ten percent of the

Roman Empire, and 20% of the area in the Eastexitbteanean, were composed of
Jews by the first century, CEThere developed a sense of mission among many Jews
in this environment, particularly in response te tfaim of early Christians that they
represented a new chosen people as those who bserc@hrist.

Both Greco-Roman Christians and Jewish Christiams accepted the
messianic and later, divine nature of Jesus, wamning to be the "true IsraelVérus
israel). Most Rabbinic Jews, who represented the monstibeeligious
establishment, felt threatened by the emerging etitign, and some engaged in
overt and covert acts to prevent the success aé@mity 2 But both Jews and
Christians were living under the rule of pagan Rowigch had little institutional
love for either system. Mobilization by either stdegain influence and new members
thus occurred under conditions under which politimamilitary power could not be
independently employed. Such influence was onlgibtes by appropriating the
power of Rome, which neither was able to do exoepktraordinary and limited
circumstances.

In the second stage of emerging Rabbinic JudatlsiRman Empire had
Christianized, with the result that Christianitysathed and took on the power and
influence of the empire. When the establishmergicei of Rome became
Christianity, Judaism continued in its status &slerated minority tradition, but that
tolerated status began shortly to be eroded. ldecterms, Christianity had won the
competition for the prize of the Empire. Judaisrd lest. In this environment, the
elitism of chosenness among Jews tended to beausraalized, partly as a
consolation for lack of outward religious and pgoét success. Mission by Jews was
no longer possible under Byzantine law, as it bezarnapital crimé’ If anything,
then, Rabbinic Judaism separated itself increagiingin non-Jews. But this does not
represent a withdrawal from intellectual engagemetit non-Jews. In fact, as
Christian writers from this period convey, a naggamticulation of Jewish superiority
continued to plague many Christian thinkér$hat sense of religious elitism,
however, could not be applied to political, sociamilitary policy. The reason for
this is probably as simple as it was structurablRac Judaism was never a religion
of an independent polity that could apply its sevsfsehosenness elitism to public
policy. Mission was suppressed in the Christianldvand when it became a capital
crime also in the Muslim world it became impossifilbose energies associated with
chosenness elitism became sublimated and applietthéo pursuits.

In Christianity & Islam

As we have observed, Christianity emerged in #mesgeneral environment
of political powerlessness under Roman rule as Rabbudaism. In fact, Christians
held less power and were held with far more distigiRome than Jews, and
certainly by the middle of the second century thveye persecuted far more as well.
But Christianity was more successful in making au® among Greco-Romans
seeking a religion that would provide more meartivan the traditional religious
options of the Greco-Roman world.

17
18

¥ Theodosius II (439 CE), Novella lll: Concerning &W8amaritans, Heretics, and Pagans, cited in
Jacob Rader Marcuhe Jew in the Medieval World SourcebookHUC Press, 1990), 5-6.
20 Chrysostom? Augustine, etc..



By the middle of the fourth century, Christiansirid themselves the dominant
and then ruling religion of the Empire. For thesfitime in human history,
monotheists controlled a world empire with all tfinstitutions of power: political
rule, administrative bureaucracies, tax collectmontrol of the media and education,
and the military. This was the first opportunity &pplying the religious ideology of
monotheist elitism into imperial law, and it begarbe done early on. Before the end
of the century, pagan practices were outlawed naodotheistic practices that were
not in line with those in power were prohibitedrestricted?

The conceptual notion of conversion with its suloss application to
mission was not the operative issue in this chaRgéher, the main motivator seems
simply to have been the acquisition of power. Kieemind that although mission,
conversion and reward and punishment in the ditenlere not a part of biblical
religion, they were important elements of the cqgal and practical repertoire of
monotheism for both Jews and Christians in thé éesturies of the common era.
Both engaged in proselytism. When Christians gathednstitutions of imperial
power, Jews remained largely powerless and couldpaly their religious ideas to
the political realm.

When monotheism became the religion of empineaitirally took on an
imperialist worldview. This is ironic because altigh Christianity originated as a
persecuted religious minority that struggled tossur in the face of the
overwhelming power of an unsympathetic empireeitebne an imperialist religion
itself. The imperial codes of the Christian Romarperors, from Theodosius and
Justinian onward, for example, applied the powehefstate to enforce religious
ideology throughout the empire from the earliestque

We can observe a similar phenomenon occurring idlam became an
imperial religion. Like all new religious movemenislam emerged as a persecuted
religious minority. It managed to prevail, howevand eventually became the
established religion of Muslim empires called "pbhtes.” As in the case of
Christianity, the elitist ideology of monotheisnonebined with the power of the state
and its state apparatuses, created an imperigiaelthat imposed its religious
ideology by the power of the state. In the cas€huistianity, the mechanism was the
imperial codes mentioned above and reflective efdtganization of the early
Church. In the case of Islam, it was less centdliRather than caliphal decree, the
political imposition of religious law and rule waathorized by thehari g the
Arabic Islamic term for religious law, which devpkxd only after Islam had become
an imperial religion. The very worldview articuldtby shari"awith regard to non-
Muslims is universal, triumphant, and reflectiveaofvorld view shaped by the power
of empire.

There is a major difference, however, betweenrnigerialism of Islam and
that of Christianity, and that difference seembedased on the particular historical
contexts of transition from opposition (or persedytreligion to religion of state. We
have noted previously how the elitism of chosenmesyg have been a common
worldview of national religions in the ancient Né&zast. All religionists felt "chosen”
by their particular God, and all observed thatrtheighbors had similar feelings of
intimacy with their own deities. By the end of tBecond Temple Period, however,

2L "we desire that all the people under our clemestmuld live by that religion which divine Peter the
apostle is said to have given the Romans. ... VBealthat heretics and schismatists be subjected to

various fines. ... We decree also that we shae@aaking sacrifices to the gods. And if anyone has

committed such a crime, let him be stricken with éivenging sword." (Cod. Theod. xvi, 1, 2; v, J; X,

4.)
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the old national religions of the ancient world lued out or were absorbed by the
dominance of Greco-Roman culture and religion. Qmlg of the ancient Near
Eastern ethnicity-based religions survived, and wes the religion of Israel.
Centuries earlier it had completed the transitromf national polytheism to a vision
of a single, monotheistic deity that ruled the ense, and it represented the only
expression of monotheism when Christianity emewgedn independent religious
movement. This Israelite monotheism included aetgrof movements, each claiming
to represent the true will of the one Great God ditadherents of these movements
called themselves Jews (or Judeans) and all retdeeold feeling of a chosen
relationship with their God — who was also the @bdll creation.

This sense of chosenness, which had likely origioh@t the unique bond
between ethnic groups and their ethnic Gods iratteéent Near East, was deeply
entrenched in Israelite monotheism — Judaism.geaps that all movements within
Judaism retained that sense of chosenffessj chosenness became an identifying
trait of monotheism in genefal and with a sense of religious truth and truegieti.
The one Great God, who would not choose to be exthamgan intimate relationship
with pagans who worshipped images of gods and mwearuld engage in intimate
relationship only with those who understood théhtaf monotheism and who
conceptualized and worshipped the one True Godepiyop

As new forms of monotheism emerged in history, enogss became one of
the authoritative motifs that were understood tidkese them. In the earliest period,
when only one or two discreet expressions of magisth existed, chosenness was a
zero-sum equation. We have observed how this veasabe with the emergence of
Christianity. According to both Rabbinic Judaisnd &hristianity, only one of the
two movements could be truly representative ofdilvene will. Only one was truly
"chosen.” If one was chosen, the other was rejected

The zero-sum equation was a natural conceptuatijganafor the particular
historical context in which Christianity emergedamsindependent religion. There
were two distinct expressions of monotheism, edaiming the unique status of
being divinely chosen. Only one must be true.

Islam, however, emerged in a world in which thesxena variety of
competing expressions of monotheism. Not only weeee "Judaism” and
"Christianity," but there were competing expressiohboth, each expression
claiming to be the proper understanding and resptmthe divine will. There is
evidence of other expressions of monotheism dtittie as well that were neither
Jewish nor Christian, including local Arabian mdr&isms or proto-monotheisrfis,
and various streams or "sects" of Judaism and Gnity had found their way into
the Arabian Peninsula by th& Zentury. To the early Muslims, therefore, it was n
natural to conceive of chosenness as a zero-suatiequThe many expressions of
monotheism contemporary to emerging Islam prevetitatdnotion from obtaining
among the early believers in the religion articedathrough revelations to the Prophet
Muhammad.

The Qur'an represents the earliest layers of Isldhought, and it mentions a
number of times that any expression of monotheisritsithe world to come
(Q.2:62, 5:69, 22:17). Not so early ChristianitjreTnotion of salvation is repeatedly
restricted in the New Testament to those who aeckepelief in the saving power of

22 Cite Josephus, Rabbinic Lit.

23 Cite Stark & others on religious markers, compesrsatetc.
24
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Christ®® All others were excluded. Both the New Testameit the Qur'an were
strongly influenced by the polemical environmenis af which they emerged, but the
Qur'an is less exclusive because of the particaldti-monotheistic environment out
of which it emerged.

To summarize our schema, therefore, we find tHevohg.

* Long before the emergence of monotheism, all adgte@ ethnically
organized religion in the ancient NE probably fe#t they were
chosen.

* As monotheism emerged from this ancient Near Basterld, it
naturally retained the traditional notion of chasess inherent in
national religion and even increased the sensétishe because only
Israelite monotheists understood the true natufgadf.

» This notion of chosenness became associated witiotneism in
general and became an authoritative trait of "taligion."

» Before the notions of reward and punishment infeerlde,
conversion and mission, such a view was virtuaiigiévant. After the
emergence of these notions, the elitism of monstlediosenness took
on new meaning.

» Without controlling the power of empire, missiorcaoed on a largely
even playing field. Jews and Christians each haadaantage over the
other at different periods during the first thremtiries CE, depending
on the political situation of each in relation betRoman government.

» With the assumption of the tools of political poywémvas natural for
the sense of chosenness to be reflected in theypaflimperial law.
Christianity, therefore, once it became the religid empire, took on
imperialist traits.

» Rabbinic Judaism, never the religion of empire,rt] although it is
no less elitist and certainly would have if it cdhlave.

» Because Christianity and Islam became the religidriggeat empires,
they naturally engaged the powers of the statedease their
resources and numbers. Like Judaism, they develegeectations that
they would become the universal religion of all laurkind, but unlike
Judaism, they were able to engage political andaryilpower for the
purpose of reaching this goal.

» Christianity, however, because of the particulatdrical environment
in which it emerged, expressed the zero-sum equatias
imperialism. This resulted in an extreme form opéemalism — a kind
of religious totalitarianism. This development diok occur with Islam
only because of the particular religious contexwimch it emerged
and took on power.

All monotheisms feel a sense of chosenness. Alkhtist. The three different
historical modes of expressing that sense of eleetnd elitism toward the Other vary
in relation to history, namely, the histories oéithremergence as religious systems
and the histories of their ascension (or lack ogasion) to political and military
power.

This exercise is an attempt at a historical deitoason of theologies of
chosenness and monotheistic elitism. It is presemeee simply as a model for

BNT
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thinking about what seems to be the unending arguara competition between
monotheistic religions and religious movementss thy hope that it may stimulate
more thinking on the subject.



