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Billy Graham Receives the Ten Commandments: American
Jewish Interfaith Relations in the Age of Evangelicalism
AMY WEISS

On October 28, 1977, Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum, national director of
Interreligious Affairs for the American Jewish Committee (AJC), awarded
famed evangelist Billy Graham the organization’s first National Interreligious Award. Tanenbaum considered Graham to be “one of the greatest
friends of the Jewish people and of Israel in the entire Christian world
in the twentieth century,” standing he shared with Pope John XXIII
and Reinhold Niebuhr.1 The award, later renamed the Isaiah Award for
Exemplary Interreligious Leadership to echo the biblical prophet Isaiah’s
call for social justice, recognized the recipient’s support of Israel, opposition to antisemitism, and promotion of interfaith relations.2 In spite of
opposition from many liberal American Jews who considered Graham’s
selection a troubling choice, bestowing the AJC’s first interfaith award
upon an evangelical Protestant made sense to Rabbi Tanenbaum.3 Since
1969 the AJC had formally partnered with leaders of the theologically
conservative Southern Baptist Convention (SBC), the largest Protestant
denomination in the United States, to which Graham belonged, to develop greater theological understanding between Jews and evangelicals.4
Graham’s frequent public support of Israel, at a time when prominent
American Jews and mainline Protestants openly criticized its government
and treatment of Palestinians, further endeared him to Tanenbaum.5

1. Speech by Marc Tanenbaum. October 28, 1977. MS-603, folder 6, box 21, Jacob
Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives (henceforth AJA)
2. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Billy Graham. August 9, 1977. MS-603, folder
6, box 21, AJA.
3. Although Graham had frequently embraced Israel, both for its important role in
biblical prophecy and its alliance with the United States in the Cold War against the
Soviet Union, his qualified statements about the role of Jews and Judaism in ushering in
the Second Coming made skeptics of Jewish communal leaders. For more information
see: Yaakov Ariel, An Unusual Relationship: Evangelical Christians and Jews (New York:
New York University, 2013), 1.
4. Earl Raab, “Intergroup Relations and Tensions in the US,” American Jewish Year
Book 71 (1971): 212.
5. See Jack Wertheimer, “Breaking the Taboo: Critics of Israel and the American
Jewish Establishment,” in Envisioning Israel: The Changing Ideals and Images of North
American Jews, ed. Allon Gal (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1996): 397–419.
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In examining the history of interfaith relations with evangelicals
throughout the late 1960s and 1970s, this article argues that Jewish
organizations’ engagement with conservative Christians established
a pattern that has had lasting impact. The AJC and other national
Jewish institutions acquired valuable experience in interacting with
evangelicals—a religious group that had moved from a subculture to the
American mainstream in the postwar period—which they later replicated
when engaging with other ethnic and religious blocs entering American
politics.6 Indeed the embryonic dialogue established in the years prior to
1977 served as a model for contemporary interfaith relations.
Scholars, who tend to focus more on moments of controversy or questions of ideological and political difference, have often overlooked the
alliances that Jewish organizations forged with members of the Southern
Baptist Convention.7 Examining the nascent stages of this dialogue—
especially prior to what has become known as the “Southern Baptist
controversy” of 1979 when the conservative faction of this evangelical
denomination drove the moderates from power, taking over leadership
positions in all of its institutions and seminaries—reveals the influence of
theological moderates in the establishment of this interfaith partnership.8
Although frequently understood as a relationship between liberal Jews
and conservative Protestants, a more nuanced assessment of this early
dialogue shows that the interlocutors from both SBC and Jewish groups
constituted more liberal elements of their respective denomination and
organizations, a feature that facilitated interfaith relations.
Recent scholarship has investigated the history of Jewish-evangelical
dialogue from a range of different perspectives. Whereas American
evangelicals’ assessments of Jews and Judaism has received consideration, less emphasis has been placed on American Jews’ own attitudes
towards theologically conservative Protestants.9 Even less attention has
6. Alice Herman and Steven Bayme, “National Affairs,” American Jewish Year Book
106 (2006): 58. Current intergroup relations projects of the American Jewish Committee
and Anti-Defamation League include Muslim and Latino communities.
7. Alan Mittleman, Byron Johnson, and Nancy Isserman, Uneasy Allies?: Evangelical
and Jewish Relations (New York: Lexington Books, 2007). Although each chapter of this
edited collection takes a different approach to the American Jewish-evangelical relationship,
the overall conclusion suggests that despite any similarities, skepticism remains, especially
among American Jews, regarding the true intentions of evangelicals.
8. Barry Hankins, Uneasy in Babylon: Southern Baptist Conservatives and American
Culture (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2002): 2–3.
9. See Yaakov Ariel, An Unusual Relationship; Yaakov Ariel, Evangelizing the Chosen
People: Missions to the Jews in America, 1880-2000 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2000); and Yaakov Ariel, On Behalf of Israel: American Fundamentalist
Attitudes towards Jews, Judaism, and Zionism (New York: Carlson Publishing, 1991).
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been directed towards Jewish communal organizations’ relations with
evangelicals, despite the leading roles played by these organizations in
facilitating dialogue and in offering guidance to local clergy and lay
leaders about duplicating these efforts in their own communities.10
Past scholarly work has attributed evangelicals’ interest in Jews to intertwined theological and geopolitical concerns including missionizing,
Zionism, and the Arab-Israeli conflict.11 The study of American Jewishevangelical relations in the decade prior to 1979 shows that while Israel
and conversion mattered deeply to American Jewish organizations, they
focused their interfaith dialogue on political interests that were at times
complementary and at other points contradictory to SBC pursuits such
as abortion, religious freedom, and church-state separation issues.
These conflicting political positions were precisely why major national Jewish communal organizations, including the American Jewish
Committee and the Anti-Defamation League, opposed the religious
right’s assertion that “Christianity and America are synonymous.”12
Jewish organizations hesitantly endorsed dialogue with evangelicals, yet
remained skeptical of evangelicals’ conservative sociopolitical values.
Like most American Jews, the AJC and ADL embraced liberalism, often
aligning with like-minded politicians and mainline Protestants to support
the strict separation of church and state, racial equality, and women’s
rights.13 Especially from its inception in 1906 through the mid-twentieth
10. The organizational studies of the American Jewish Committee by Naomi Cohen
and Marianne Sanua are invaluable for their discussions of the organization’s work, yet
provide little attention to the AJC’s department of interreligious affairs. See Naomi Weiner
Cohen, Not Free to Desist: The American Jewish Committee, 1906-1966 (Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1972); Marianne Sanua, Let Us Prove Strong. The
American Jewish Committee, 1945–2006 (Waltham: Brandeis University Press, 2007).
11. Caitlin Carenen, The Fervent Embrace: Liberal Protestants, Evangelicals, and
Israel (New York: New York University Press, 2012); Shalom Goldman, Zeal for Zion:
Christians, Jews, and the Idea of the Promised Land (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2009); Stephen Spector, Evangelicals and Israel: The Story of American Christian Zionism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Mark A. Amstutz,
Evangelicals and American Foreign Policy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014):
118–142; Angela M. Lahr, Millennial Dreams and Apocalyptic Nightmares: The Cold
War Origins of Political Evangelicalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); and
Ariel, Evangelizing the Chosen People.
12. National Executive Council of the American Jewish Committee, “Statement on
Evangelism and the Jews,” December 2, 1972. MS-603, folder 1, box 18, AJA.
13. A large body of literature exists on the relationship between Jews and liberalism,
including Yaakov Ariel, “Jewish Liberalism through Comparative Lenses: Reform Judaism
and its Liberal Christian Counterparts,” in American Religious Liberalism, eds. Leigh E.
Schmidt and Sally M. Promey (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012), 270–292;
Naomi W. Cohen, “Dual Loyalties: Zionism and Liberalism,” in Envisioning Israel: The
Changing Ideals and Images of North American Jews, ed. Allon Gal (Detroit: Wayne State
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century, the AJC represented the views of an elite comprised of politically
centrist, non-Zionist, Reform-oriented Jews born in the United States.14
These leaders sought out liberal Protestants—individuals and organizations—who not only shared their outlook on American domestic and
foreign policies, but also belonged to an ascendant American religion
in the first half of the twentieth century. Mainline Protestantism’s declining membership by the 1960s, however, caused by a combination
of suburbanization, an absence of theological distinctiveness, and an
out-of-touch denominational leadership, contributed to evangelicalism’s
predominance in the late twentieth-century.15 This new conservative
Christian hegemony presented American Jewish organizations with an
opportunity to establish the first sustained dialogue between Jews and
evangelicals in the United States, but it would require a reevaluation of
communal priorities.
This dialogue was initially an innovative approach to pressing ideological and political concerns, but soon became a standard fixture of
American Jewish interreligious affairs. Directors of the AJC and ADL
initiated informal meetings and then official dialogue with SBC denominational leaders and seminary professors in the late 1960s. The theological
understanding that resulted from these annual conferences enabled Jewish
communal organizations to call on their interfaith partners year-round
for ideological clarification or political lobbying support. The AJC’s 1977
conferral of its National Interreligious Award to Billy Graham shows
that Jewish communal organizations embraced theologically conservative Protestants—and not mainline Protestants—as their interreligious
collaborators in the late twentieth century.
University Press, 1996), 319–334; Marc Dollinger, Quest for Inclusion: Jews and Liberalism in Modern America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000); Michael Staub,
Torn at the Roots: The Crisis of Jewish Liberal in Postwar America (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2002). Regarding the relationship between Jews and liberal Protestants
in the twentieth-century see Hasia Diner, The Jews of the United States, 1654–2000 (Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 2004), 326; Carenen, The Fervent Embrace; Egal
Feldman, Dual Destinies: The Jewish Encounter with Protestant America (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990).
14. AJC experienced a rightward shift in the late twentieth century, best evidenced in
the pages of Commentary, its monthly periodical. Editor Norman Podhoretz, a leading
neoconservative in the late 1960s and 1970s, played a prominent role in the magazine’s
political stance. Yet, the AJC countered the increasing conservative nature of Commentary
with the more liberal Present Tense in 1973. This rightward shift within the organization,
however, played little role in AJC’s interfaith relationship with evangelicals. Its neoconservative members might have addressed the interreligious dialogue, but they were not the
ones initiating and maintaining it.
15. Randall Balmer and Lauren Winner, Protestantism in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 32–33.
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Postwar Paths toward Dialogue
Before Marc Tanenbaum and Billy Graham would respectively be
named an “apostle to the gentiles” and “one of the greatest friends of
the Jewish people,” they witnessed a profound transformation in how
American society embraced both Judaism and evangelical Christianity
in the postwar period.16 Although the concept of a “Judeo-Christian”
heritage gained traction in the 1930s among intellectuals to counteract
fascists’ adoption of the term “Christian” as a term of self-identification,
this tradition, also referred to as “tri-faith America” or known by its
three-faith designation of “Protestant-Catholic-Jew,” only became a
popular ecumenical ideology in 1950s Cold War America.17 In this
context, interdenominational and interfaith alliances were deployed
to juxtapose the US’s democratic and religious society from the Soviet
Union’s communist and godless one. The mid-twentieth century creation
of this shared Jewish-Christian heritage enabled Jews, who still comprised
a small percentage of the overall American population, to participate as
equals in American civic life. The widespread popularity of the JudeoChristian tradition, which advocated for ecumenism in religious and civic
discourse, facilitated interfaith dialogue between Jews and evangelicals.
The Cold War emphasis on universalism and anticommunism in
American culture had a lasting effect on conservative Protestant engagement with the larger public. Whereas evangelical ideology had previously
equated Judaism, Catholicism, and modernism with the antichrist, communism now carried the mantle of the anti-messiah figure.18 Evangelicals
who considered communism to be the ultimate risk to their American
way of life endorsed a Judeo-Christian tradition in the postwar world.
This adjustment dovetailed with evangelicals’ reemergence on the national
16. “Apostle to the Gentiles,” Newsweek November 9, 1970, 53; Steven P. Miller, Billy
Graham and the Rise of the Republican South (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2009), 269, fn. 122; Speech by Marc Tanenbaum, October 28, 1977, MS-603,
folder 6, box 21, AJA.
17. Michelle Mart, “The ‘Christianization’ of Israel and Jews in 1950s America,”
Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 14. no. 1 (2004): 113;
Deborah Dash Moore, GI Jews: How World War II Changed A Generation (Cambridge:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009); Kevin M. Schultz, Tri-Faith America:
How Catholics and Jews Held Postwar America to Its Protestant Promise (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2011); and Will Herberg, Protestant, Catholic, Jew: An Essay
in American Religious Sociology (Garden City: Doubleday, 1955).
18. Mart, 115 and Spector, 14. According to premillennial Christians the antichrist
would rule over non-believers (those who had not converted to Christianity) prior to the
End of Days battle of Armageddon when Jesus would defeat the antichrist and initiate
his millennial kingdom.
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political scene; they had used the interwar and war years to strengthen
their denominational institutions.19 The founding of the National Association of Evangelicals in 1942 demonstrated conservative Protestants’
participation in the American ecumenical push by forming an umbrella
organization uniting evangelical denominations. Billy Graham also harnessed this interest in interdenominational dialogue when he created the
Billy Graham Evangelistic Association in 1950 to preach the Gospel to
all who would receive it. Evangelicals, and particularly Billy Graham
and members of the Southern Baptist Convention, were therefore well
positioned to participate in interfaith dialogue, despite ideological and
political disagreements with potential partners, based on differing interpretations of America’s future.
The American Jewish Committee and the Anti-Defamation League
likewise endorsed an ecumenical mission, moving beyond their initial aim
of Jewish self-defense. The AJC, the oldest American Jewish advocacy
organization, expanded its agenda in the interwar and postwar years
to include the promotion of racial and religious equality in the United
States and abroad. The AJC, for instance, sponsored the research of
psychologist Kenneth Clark who examined the effects of segregation
on African American children, research that would later be cited in the
1954 United States Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education.20
Early in his tenure at the AJC, Marc Tanenbaum served as a religious
advisor during the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, which adopted
the Declaration on the Relation of the Church with Non-Christian Religions that opposed antisemitism and rejected the charge of deicide.21
Likewise, the ADL, established in 1913 as the Anti-Defamation League
of B’nai B’rith, committed itself to fighting antisemitism in the United
States, but soon broadened its program to include advancing religious
and racial freedom.22
American Jewish communal organizations, which had developed an
alliance with mainline Protestant interfaith partners during the interwar
years, envisioned a bright future for this partnership after 1945. A shared
liberal orientation enabled them to mutually support a strict separation
of church and state, women’s rights, racial quality, and religious freedom.
Jewish Zionist institutions, including the Emergency Committee for Zionist Affairs and the Zionist Organization of America, relied on liberal
19. Ariel, An Unusual Relationship, 98.
20. Sanua, 49.
21. Judith Banki, “Biographical Sketch,” in A Prophet for Our Time: An Anthology
of the Writings of Rabbi Marc H. Tanenbaum, eds. Judith H. Banki and Eugene J. Fisher
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2002), xxiv-xxv.
22. Stuart Svonkin, Jews against Prejudice: American Jews and the Fight for Civil
Liberties (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 11–13.
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Protestants to rally support for the establishment of a Jewish homeland
in Palestine among the larger Protestant public, acknowledging that local
clergy often influenced American public opinion and politics as much as
prominent politicians on a national level.23 Yet Israel’s founding in 1948
highlighted the ideological divide among liberal Protestants who tended
to either support Jewish or Arab nationalism. While this sometimes
complicated this interfaith alignment, most Jewish communal institutions
and their Protestant denominational and organizational counterparts
were still able to find much common ground.
Israel likewise complicated the agendas of American Jewish communal
organizations, but none more so than that of the AJC. The Committee,
a non-Zionist organization from its start, hesitantly supported the 1947
United Nations proposal to partition Palestine and endorsed the 1948
declaration of statehood. As an organization entrenched in American
society, it feared charges of dual loyalty would lead to increased antisemitism. Already in 1948, the AJC’s executive committee instructed
the Israeli government to avoid statements that suggested that it spoke
for world Jewry. In 1949, AJC president Jacob Blaustein initiated an
exchange with Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion demanding that
the United States remain outside the purview of Israeli calls for Jewish
immigration.24 In 1962, the AJC’s Executive Vice President, John Slawson,
blamed the stagnant membership numbers in the organization’s local
chapters on American Jews’ perception that the AJC was “anti-Israel.”25
By this point mainstream Jewish organizations tended to embrace Israel
in their philanthropy and programming, causing many American Jews
to not understand the difference between the AJC’s non-Zionism and
the American Council for Judaism’s anti-Zionism.26
23. For more information on the interfaith dialogue established between American
Jews and mainline Protestants in the interwar years, see Amy Weiss, “Between Cooperation and Competition: The Making of American Jewish Zionist Interfaith Alliances with
Liberal and Evangelical Protestants,” (PhD diss., New York University, 2014), chapter 1.
24. Charles S. Liebman, “Diaspora Influence on Israel: The Ben-Gurion-Blaustein ‘Exchange’ and Its Aftermath,” Jewish Social Studies 36, no. 3–4 (1974): 271-280; Howard
Sachar, A History of Jews in America (New York: Knopf, 1992): 563–594.
25. Lawrence Grossman, “Transformation through Crisis: The American Jewish Committee and the Six-Day War,” American Jewish History 86, no. 1 (1998): 38.
26. In espousing a non-Zionist platform, the American Jewish Committee’s leaders
rejected a nationalist ideology, which considered Palestine as “the” worldwide Jewish
center (instead of “a” center of Jewish life), but nonetheless endorsed Jewish development and settlement programs in Palestine. Members of the American Council for Judaism, in contrast, opposed Jewish nationalism due to their universalist, not particularist,
approach to Judaism. As such, they decried the establishment of an exclusively Jewish
homeland as antithetical to their beliefs associated with equal rights for Jews and Arabs
in Palestine. See Menahem Kaufman, An Ambiguous Partnership: Non-Zionists and
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The 1967 Arab-Israeli War, however, transformed the agendas of a
number of Jewish communal organizations. When, following months
of reprisal attacks along the border of Israel and Egypt, Cairo Radio
announced on May 14, 1967 that Egypt sought to destroy Israel, American Jews and communal institutions—even those that had previously
expressed little interest in Israel—overwhelmingly rallied in support of
the Jewish state.27 The threat of annihilation spurred Jews into action.
The United Jewish Appeal’s Israel Emergency Fund raised more than
$100,000,000 in less than three weeks from May 23 to June 10. Approximately 7,500 Jewish young adults volunteered to serve as temporary
replacements for mobilized Israeli workers.28 At the end of the six days
of war, which took place between June 5 and June 10, Israel controlled
the Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights, the Old City of Jerusalem, the Sinai
Peninsula, and the West Bank. The AJC, galvanized by Israel’s victory,
moved the office it had established in 1961 to oversee the Blaustein-BenGurion agreement from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, an act which underscored
the organization’s support for Jerusalem’s unification. In response to the
AJC board members’ suggestions that the Committee had aligned too
closely with Israel, John Slawson responded, “We have a great stake
in Israel; we were very important in its creation and we must now be
concerned about its preservation.”29 The AJC now unequivocally committed itself to support Israel.
Whereas American Jews overwhelmingly supported Israel in the
war’s immediate aftermath, mainline Protestants remained split in
their assessments of Zionism and the Jewish State in the wake of the
June war. Public opinion polls revealed that a majority of Americans
endorsed Israel’s position. Yet resolutions calling for neutrality in the
Middle East conflict issued by the National Council of Churches and
the World Council of Churches caused Jewish organizations to perceive
liberal Protestant denominations as being silent or indifferent to Israel’s
plight. John C. Bennett, the editor of the mainline Protestant Christianity and Crisis, noted that local clergy “were more inclined to identify
themselves with Israel as a cause,” while national denominational leaders
“often either took a neutral position or saw the situation from the Arab
Zionists in America (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1991) and Thomas Kolsky,
Jews Against Zionism: The American Council for Judaism, 1942–1948 (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1990).
27. Diner, 322–323 and Peter L. Hahn, Crisis and Crossfire: The United States and
the Middle East Since 1945 (Washington, D.C.: Potomac Books, 2005), 50.
28. Arthur Hertzberg, “Israel and American Jewry,” Commentary (1967): 69; Lucy
Dawidowicz, “American Public Opinion,” American Jewish Year Book 69 (1968):
207–208, 214.
29. Sanua, 144.
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point of view.”30 In reaction to condemnation of mainline Protestants’
tepid responses to the war by Jewish groups, Henry P. Van Dusen, a
former president of Union Theological Seminary, widened the breach
by denouncing Israel’s “onslaught” as the “most violent, ruthless (and
successful) aggression since Hitler’s blitzkrieg across Western Europe in
the summer of 1940, aiming not at victory but at annihilation.”31 This
comparison of Israel’s military tactics with those used by Nazis highlighted the extreme disconnect between mainline Protestant leaders and
denominational organizations on the one hand and Jewish communal
institutions on the other hand.
Evangelicals, in contrast, tended to consider Israel’s newly acquired
territory as a sign of the eschaton. The borders of modern Israel had
begun to look more like those of biblical Israel, suggesting the imminence
of the millennial kingdom. Hal Lindsey, director of Campus Crusade for
Christ at the University of California, Los Angeles, and later the bestselling author of The Late, Great Planet Earth, considered the 1967 war
to have ushered in the Second Coming. “We are living at a time when
the pieces in a divine puzzle are suddenly fitting where they belong,”
explained Lindsey.32 Lindsey and other evangelicals who viewed the 1967
Arab-Israeli War through a prophetic lens believed that the End of Days
might come within their lifetimes. Wanting to facilitate this process, they
came to see involvement in political affairs as a necessary tool.
Jewish advocacy organizations, who had long considered liberal
Protestants to be American Jews’ natural interfaith partners, considered the 1967 Arab-Israeli War a turning point in interreligious affairs.
Whereas the Union of American Hebrew Congregations—Reform
Judaism’s congregational umbrella organization—questioned the continuation of Christian dialogue, and the ADL concluded that liberal
Protestants tended to endorse pro-Arab sympathies, the AJC called for
more, not less dialogue with American Protestants. The AJC’s Marc
Tanenbaum understood liberal Christian responses to the 1967 war to
be an indication that mainline denominations lacked an understanding
of American Jews’ priorities.33 Despite initiatives by the AJC and ADL
to further engage mainline Protestants, internal denominational struggles
30. John C. Bennett, “Theological Premises Must Not Override Issues of Justice: A
Response to Rabbi Brickner,” Christianity and Crisis, September 18, 1967, 205.
31. Letter to the Editor from Henry P. Van Dusen, “‘Silence’ of Church Leaders on
Mideast,” New York Times, July 7, 1967, 32. See also, Sanua, 147.
32. Hal Lindsey, “The Pieces Fall Together,” Moody Monthly 68, no. 2. (1967): 26–27.
33. Sanua, 148 and Joshua Zeitz, “‘If I Am Not For Myself…’: The American Jewish
Establishment in the Aftermath of the Six Day War,” American Jewish History 88, no.
2 (2000): 269–270.
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and discord over Israel caused Jewish communal organizations to move
away from their liberal Protestant partners.34 Mainline churches’ loss of
members to evangelical denominations, moreover, diminished the import
of aligning solely with liberal Protestants. Evangelicals’ interest in Israel
offered American Jewish organizations the prospect of working with
partners that shared their concerns about the Jewish State. The AJC and
the ADL had paid attention to evangelical activism prior to the 1967
war. Now they increasingly sought out dialogue with those members of
the Southern Baptist Convention whom they saw as moderate in their
Christian theology.

Early Jewish-Evangelical Encounters
In 1966, the University of California Survey Research Center released its study, Christian Beliefs and Anti-Semitism, showing a strong
causal link between the literal interpretation of Christian dogma and
the adoption of antisemitic beliefs. The study suggested that theologically conservative Christians tended towards particularism, viewing their
strain of Christianity as the only religious truth, thus leading to negative
attitudes towards Jews and Judaism.35 The survey results showed that
liberal Protestants typically scored lower in antisemitic beliefs, while
evangelicals typically scored higher. In the national survey conducted
to balance the results of the regional California study, eleven percent of
Unitarians, fourteen percent of Episcopalians, and twenty-five percent
of both Congregationalists and United Presbyterians surveyed scored
high for negative opinions of Jews, compared to more than forty percent of the evangelical Baptist denominations surveyed.36 The results of
this five-year study underscored another reason why the ADL and AJC
emphasized dialogue with evangelicals. Rather than distance themselves
from individuals and denominations that held antisemitic opinions, these
organizations sought to work to counteract negative attitudes among
evangelicals.
In 1966, Arthur Gilbert, the director of the ADL’s Department of
Religious Research, accepted an invitation to attend the World Congress
on Evangelism, convened by Billy Graham and Carl Henry, the editor
of the theologically conservative periodical Christianity Today. Gilbert
acknowledged that prior to participating in this conference, he believed
34. Carenen, 161–163.
35. The research was funded in part by a grant from the ADL following a 1960
swastika-vandalizing epidemic across the United States and Europe.
36. “Christian Beliefs and Anti-Semitism,” ADL Bulletin, April 1966, 1.
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evangelicals to be “inaccessible to dialogue.” In his report to the ADL,
however, Gilbert identified the statements of Dwight Baker, the chair of
the Southern Baptist Convention in Israel, to be illustrative of a shift in
evangelical thought. Baker had called upon the members of the international assembly to reexamine how their denominations had historically
viewed Jews with the goal of improving future relations with them. The
Congress, despite some detractors, overwhelmingly recognized the need
for evangelical churches to play an active role in the racial and civil
rights struggles of the 1960s. This, according to Gilbert was the “most
significant achievement” of the conference. In concluding his report,
the ADL official determined that dialogue with evangelicals was possible. “The door is at least open,” declared, Gilbert, “and it has been
opened, in large measure from the inside. Evangelicals are no longer
inaccessible. First steps taken by the Anti-Defamation League through
its departments of interreligious cooperation and curriculum research,
can and will be expanded.”37
A next step in efforts to encourage interfaith dialogue with evangelicals was a private meeting between Arthur Gilbert and Billy Graham in
late 1967. Graham had invited Gilbert to his home in North Carolina
to continue the conversations the two had begun the previous year at
the World Congress on Evangelism. While the exchange centered on
theological issues including proselytization, crucifixion, and eschatology, the pair also discussed the civil rights movement, moral concerns
related to the Vietnam War, and the Arab-Israeli conflict. On the topic of
missionary activity, the evangelist explained that he no longer expressly
appealed to Jewish attendees at his crusade meetings to convert. Instead,
according to Gilbert, Graham “urges that they study Hebrew Scripture,
certain, he said, that they will find the Messiah in the words of the Old
Testament.”38 Graham’s statement, implying that Jews would find the
Christian messiah in their study of the bible, highlighted the theological work still needed to be done between Jews and evangelicals. Gilbert
offered no commentary on this point, suggesting his acceptance of the
need for further dialogue. He nonetheless confirmed his prior statement
indicating that evangelicals were no longer “inaccessible.”
The ADL officially initiated dialogue with Southern Baptists in 1969
by bringing together clerical and lay leaders to promote mutual understanding. In an “ecumenical first,” the ADL co-sponsored a Baptist-Jewish
symposium in Miami to address “solutions to common problems in
37. Arthur Gilbert, “‘…Of the Jewish People We Ask Forgiveness,”’ ADL Bulletin,
December 1966, 3, 6.
38. Arthur Gilbert, “Conversation with Billy Graham,” ADL Bulletin, December
1967, 1.
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urban areas.”39 Local ADL volunteers, SBC ministers, and congregants
focused on issues of racism and antisemitism. In December of the same
year, the ADL’s North Carolina local board awarded Billy Graham its
Torch of Liberty Award, established to pay tribute to an individual
promoting unity between religions and races to prevent discrimination.40
This regional award reflected local dialogue between liberal Jews and
Southern Baptists in Graham’s home state, but did not yet reflect broad
interfaith dialogue on a national scale.
The AJC also began its formal dialogue in 1969 with the implementation of a Jewish-Baptist Scholars’ Conference held at the Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky and co-organized by the
Southern Baptist Convention Home Mission Board’s Department of
Work Related to Non-Evangelicals. Conference conveners organized the
three-day August gathering around five themes including the respective
histories of Jews and Southern Baptists in the United States, the meaning
of Israel, the implications of conversion, the varying interpretations of
the messiah, and the importance of social responsibility.41 On the topic of
Israel, for instance, Abraham Joshua Heschel, professor of Jewish Ethics
and Mysticism at the Jewish Theological Seminary, offered a “Jewish
view,” while Eric Rust, professor of Christian Apologetics at the Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary offered a “Baptist view.” Each address also
received a formal response from a scholar of the opposite religion. Marc
Tanenbaum and Joseph R. Estes, secretary for the Department of Work
Related to Non-Evangelicals, concluded the conference with discussion
of plans for future meetings.
Although co-sponsored by the AJC and the SBC Home Mission Board,
the two organizations did not equally share the costs of the conference.
Ahead of the August meeting, Joseph Estes wrote to Rabbi A. James Rudin, the assistant director of the AJC’s Interreligious Affairs Department,
to express concern regarding the allocated budget of $22,300. Due to
his own department’s limited budget, Estes explained that the SBC could
only contribute $7,500. These funds, however, would not go towards
the proposed $250 honorarium per speaker, as Estes considered this an
extravagant sum for a cash-poor department. “Of course, he stated,
“you would handle your Jewish men separate from our Baptist men.”42
39. “Ecumenical First,” ADL Bulletin, February 1969, 7.
40. “This Month,” ADL Bulletin, December 1969, 8.
41. Jewish-Baptist Scholars’ Conference Program, August 18–20, 1969, folder 7, box
97, Interreligious Affairs Department (henceforth IAD) Records, American Jewish Committee Archives (henceforth AJCA).
42. Letter from Joseph R. Estes to Rabbi A. James Rudin, June 3, 1969, folder 1,
box 97, IAD, AJCA.
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The suggestion that the AJC would cover more than an equal share of
the costs associated with the conference and provide an honorarium
only to the Jewish speakers indicated some of the limits and practical
constraints that limited some of the early efforts at dialogue.
Feedback from conference participants suggested the need for additional opportunities for dialogue between Jews and evangelicals. Tanenbaum requested presenters to evaluate the “historic” meeting, which he
considered the “forerunner of future discussion and cooperation between
the two faith communities.”43 David Neiman, an associate professor
in the Department of Theology at Boston College, requested the AJC’s
assistance in offering more conference opportunities between Jews and
Southern Baptists given that “ignorance is the most ubiquitous commodity even in the circles of the learned.”44 Leo Trepp, another conference
participant, underscored this statement. He shared his hesitance at even
accepting the invitation to take part in the meeting, given the stereotypes
he associated with “hard-shelled Southern Baptists.” Yet, “mindful of
the fact that we were meeting the outstanding leaders of the denomination and its most liberal thinkers,” Trepp declared he was “nevertheless
moved in gratitude to shed this stereotype the very first night of our
meeting.”45 This first meeting offered an opportunity for participants to
gain a better theological understanding of each other, especially given
their geographical divide. Whereas the Jewish participants mainly lived
in the Northeast or Midwest, the Southern Baptist contributors predominantly lived in the South. These regional differences revealed the need
for subsequent meetings, held yearly throughout the 1970s, to narrow
the gap not only in ideology, but in geography as well.
The dialogue between Jews and evangelicals developed further in 1970
when the AJC partnered with Billy Graham to promote His Land, a
musical film about Israel. World Wide Productions, a subsidiary of the
Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, produced the movie starring Cliff
Richards, a British pop singer, and Cliff Barrows, a Billy Graham associate. The narrators offered interpretations of biblical prophecy intermixed
with songs about Israel, with lyrics such as “It’s a great land. All of it
his. As it blooms before our eyes, like an Eden paradise, the world will
understand, this is His land.”46 In the aftermath of the 1967 Arab-Israeli
43. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Colleagues, August 22, 1969, folder 1, box 97,
IAD, AJCA.
44. Letter from David Neiman to Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum, September 4, 1969, folder
2, box 97, IAD, AJCA.
45. Letter from Leo Trepp to Marc Tanenbaum, August 22, 1969, folder 2, box 97,
IAD, AJCA.
46. His Land, World Wide Pictures, 1970. See also Lahr, 157.
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War, the film provided a prophetic view of Israel by emphasizing the
Holy Land’s scenery, cityscapes, and landmarks, while simultaneously
celebrating the acquisition of additional territory. Despite the emphasis
on evangelical prophecy, the AJC accepted Graham’s request to organize
screenings of the film in May 1970 for Catholic, Jewish, and Protestant
denominational leaders and organizational representatives. Tanenbaum
considered His Land “one of the most creative interpretive instruments
for winning empathetic interest and support for the people and the state
of Israel in its struggle for survival and security.”47
The AJC’s analysis of viewer feedback revealed that the overwhelming
majority of Jews and Christians who watched His Land saw it as a useful
tool in promoting Israel and advancing Jewish-evangelical relations.48
Yet Tanenbaum cautioned AJC chapters that the film was “not intended
for Jewish audiences” unless they recognized “its message is not for
them.”49 The message, suggesting the imminence of the Second Coming
due to Israel’s expanded borders, highlighted a decidedly evangelical
perspective. “Several” mainline Protestant denominational representatives, however, expressed their unease with the film’s larger message,
given their liberal theology as well as their missionary activities among
the Arab communities of the Middle East.50 To facilitate discussion of
the film’s purpose and meaning, the AJC produced an interfaith study
guide available to its local chapters.
Tanenbaum lauded Billy Graham’s efforts in producing a film that
depicted Jews and Judaism in a positive light. He even dedicated one of
his weekly radio commentaries to the subject of Billy Graham and the
American Jewish community, with Graham later remarking that he had
never received as such good press as he had from the AJC.51 Following in the ADL’s footsteps, the National Executive Board of the AJC’s
Appeal for Human Relations nominated Graham to receive its newly
established Award for Distinguished Achievement in Human Relations.
According to Gerald Strober, a consultant for the Interreligious Affairs
Department, Graham’s achievements in spearheading interfaith dialogue
47. Memorandum from Marc Tanenbaum, May 29, 1970, MS-603, folder 2, box
21, AJA.
48. Memorandum from Marc Tanenbaum to Area Directors, January 14, 1971, “Responses to His Land,” folder 3, box 129, IAD, AJA.
49. Memorandum from Marc Tanenbaum, May 29, 1970, MS-603, folder 2, box
21, AJCA.
50. Ibid.
51. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Billy Graham, June 8, 1970, MS-603, folder
2, box 21, AJA; “Meeting with Billy Graham, June 25, 1970, 7:30 PM,” Memorandum
from Marc Tanenbaum to Bertram Gold, June 26, 1970, MS-603, folder 2, box 21, AJA.
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between liberal Jews and moderate Southern Baptists, along with the
evangelist’s embrace of Israel, served as noteworthy accomplishments
worthy of recognition.52 Despite the AJC board’s willingness to delay
its award ceremony to accommodate Graham’s schedule, one of his
associates replied to the invitation indicating that Graham’s many commitments prevented him from accepting the award altogether.53 The AJC
opted to wait seven years before nominating Graham for another award.

The Age of Evangelicalism
Graham’s busy schedule reflected his continued growing popularity
in the United States and abroad, as evangelicalism experienced a demographic and political renaissance. Between 1965 and 1975, the Southern
Baptist Convention gained close to two million new members, causing it
to become the largest Protestant denomination in the United States with
more than thirteen million adherents.54 In contrast, the mainline Episcopal Church recorded 3,444,265 members belonging to 7,657 churches
in 1959, but counted 625,435 fewer members and 603 fewer churches
in 1977.55 Other liberal Protestant denominations similarly witnessed
declining memberships throughout the late 1960s and 1970s. While
many mainline Protestant denominations lost members to disaffiliation,
a sizeable number of their members joined evangelical churches. By the
1970s, evangelicals outnumbered liberal Protestants in the United States.
Theologically conservative Protestants used their increasing numbers to
assert influence within the political realm, hoping to shape the nation’s
character to better match their own moral values.
Jewish communal organizations considered evangelicals’ growing
political influence beneficial—when their agendas aligned. The Soviet
Union’s persecution of Jews and Baptists prompted American Jews and
Southern Baptists to align to counteract this religious persecution. Billy
Graham’s commitment to this cause had begun a decade earlier and

52. Letter from Gerald Strober to Billy Graham, December 9, 1970, MS-603, folder
2, box 21, AJA.
53. Letter from T. W. Wilson to Gerald Strober, December 22, 1970, MS-603, folder
2, box 21, AJA.
54. Daniel K. Williams, God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 160.
55. Benson Y. Landis, ed., Yearbook of American Churches: Information on All Faiths
in the U.S.A, 1961 (New York: National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A.,
1961), 254; Constant H. Jacquet, Jr., ed., Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches,
1979 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979), 221.
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continued unabated in the 1970s.56 In May 1971, the AJC convened a
meeting with prominent Christian denominational leaders at its New York
headquarters to develop a strategic lobbying plan to secure the release
of Ruth Aleksandrovich, a twenty-three year old Soviet Jewish nurse,
from prison and her emigration from the Soviet Union. Aleksandrovich,
along with her fiancé, father, and uncle, received an exit visa to fly to
Israel, where she reunited with her mother, who had previously left the
Soviet Union. Tanenbaum wrote to Graham, thanking him for his political intercession, which he attributed to “helping our Government to
understand the magnitude of this plight.”57 According to Tanenbaum,
the lobbying efforts of Graham and other Southern Baptists expedited
the American diplomatic efforts involved in Aleksandrovich’s release
and raised international awareness of the persecution of Soviet Jews.
Members of the AJC and the Southern Baptist Convention also
found common ground in their response to the Vietnam War. Between
August 7, 1964, the date of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution authorizing
President Lyndon Johnson to send American troops to Vietnam, and
April 1975, the fall of Saigon, the AJC’s American Jewish Year Book
mentioned Vietnam precisely three times. The absence of a discussion
on Vietnam concealed a lively internal debate at all levels within the
AJC on whether it should issue a public statement about the war. The
AJC feared alienating Jewish antiwar youth if it did not issue a strong
condemnation of America’s involvement, but also worried that a public
statement would risk alienating President Johnson and thus potentially
jeopardize military aid to Israel. The AJC therefore decided to remain
silent on the Vietnam War, only issuing a conciliatory statement supporting the right to protest the war once Nixon took office.58
The Southern Baptist Convention’s overall attitude on Vietnam
stemmed from their views on the Cold War and their theological position.
Messengers, or delegates, at the 1967 annual meeting of the Southern
Baptist Convention adopted a resolution supporting “elected leaders in
government” in “developing strong and wise policies, in pursuing a just
peace in Vietnam, and in helping to maintain order in the world.”59 Three
years later messengers reaffirmed their support for American policies
in Vietnam, but urged President Nixon to bring the soldiers stateside.
56. Within the Jewish community, the National Conference on Soviet Jewry, with
AJC’s executive director and a department head tapped as its leaders, acted with new
vigor. See Sanua, 282.
57. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Billy Graham, November 12, 1971, MS-603,
folder 2, box 21, AJA.
58. Sanua, 228–229, 232.
59. “Resolution No. 4—On Peace,” Annual of the Southern Baptist Convention
(Nashville: Southern Baptist Convention, 1967), 75.
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Subsequent conventions paid scant attention to the war, given Nixon’s
reduction of troops.60 Further, members of the SBC tended to view the
Vietnam War through a missionary lens, seeking opportunities to convert
the Vietnamese and the American troops in need of spiritual guidance.
Evangelicals’ overwhelming opposition to communism caused Southern
Baptists to regret the death and destruction caused by American involvement in the war, while simultaneously expressing support for the efforts
to drive communist influence from South Vietnam.61
Members of the Southern Baptist Convention and other evangelical
denominations, however, were unapologetic when it came to their views
on abortion. They understood abortion to be a critical moral issue
facing not only the American family, but also American society.62 Two
years before the historic 1973 Roe v. Wade decision in which the United
States Supreme Court declared it unconstitutional for states to interfere
with or prohibit a woman’s ability to terminate her pregnancy during
the first trimester, the SBC issued a resolution on the matter. In 1971,
the denomination stated “society has a responsibility to affirm through
the laws of the state a high view of the sanctity of human life, including
fetal life, in order to protect those who cannot protect themselves.” This
resolution reflected the thinking of the SBC’s moderate faction, given that
it considered abortion permissible in a variety of instances that could
affect both the mother and the fetus, including potential “damage to
the emotional, mental, and physical health of the mother,” rape, incest,
and fetal deformities.63 Whereas the AJC and ADL, as liberal Jewish
communal organizations, actively campaigned for abortion rights, they
nonetheless continued to view SBC moderates as interfaith partners due
to their more nuanced approach to the issue of abortion. Following the
conservative takeover of the SBC in 1979, the denomination’s rightward
shift was soon evident in its 1980 resolution on abortion which argued
that a pregnancy should only be terminated in cases where a mother’s
life was at risk. The resolution affirmed the National Association of
Evangelicals’ 1971 statement opposing “abortion on demand” for matters related to convenience or economics.64 In the age of evangelicalism,
abortion became a touchstone issue for conservative Christians.
60. Mark Oppenheimer, Knocking on Heaven’s Door: American Religion in the Age
of Counterculture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 206–207.
61. Oppenheimer, 197–207.
62. Lahr, 190.
63. Hankins, 165–199; Southern Baptist Convention “Resolution on Abortion,”
1971, accessed April 22, 2018, http://www.sbc.net/resolutions/13/resolution-on-abortion.
64. Linda Greenhouse and Reva B. Siegel, eds. Before Roe v. Wade: Voices That
Shaped the Abortion Debate before the Supreme Court’s Ruling (New York: Kaplan
Publishing, 2010), 72–73.
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Jewish communal organizations and evangelicals also differed on issues
relating to evangelism. Key ’73, a 1973 yearlong evangelical “blitz” to
endorse conversion and sponsored by more than 100 Protestant denominations worldwide, aroused the ADL and AJC’s concern. Ahead of the
campaign, the National Executive Council of the AJC issued a statement
urging evangelists to abandon the belief that Jews needed to accept Jesus
to live a complete life. “We also caution the Jewish community,” the
AJC announced, “against baseless suspicion of all Christian motivations
in approaching Jews for dialogue or interreligious programming, and
against withdrawal from the arena of interreligious activity.” The AJC’s
statement further maintained that “Jews have benefitted substantially
from increased Jewish-Christian cooperation in recent years: in revised
and improved Christian textbooks, in training programs for Christian
leaders, in massive Christian support for Soviet Jewry, in increasing
sympathy for Israel, and in growing rejection of anti-Semitism. These
gains must not be lost through an irrational over-reaction to movements
which rely on persuasion and not coercion.”65 Despite concerns about
evangelism, the AJC considered it foolish to abandon Jewish-evangelical
interfaith relations.
The results of a 1976 Gallop poll encouraged Jewish communal organizations, and especially the AJC, to redouble its efforts to reach out
to theologically conservative Protestants. The survey revealed that fifty
percent of Protestants and thirty-three percent of all Americans considered themselves to be “born again.” Forty-six percent of Protestants
understood the bible as the literal word of God and fifty-eight percent
had attempted to convert others to Protestantism. These findings caused
pollster George Gallop Jr. to declare 1976 “the year of the evangelical.” Newsweek, in a cover story titled “Born Again!,” argued that the
“emergence of evangelical Christianity into a position of respect and
power” served as the decade’s most notable religious event.”66 Jimmy
Carter’s election to the presidency as a self-proclaimed “born again”
evangelical suggested to Jewish communal institutions that their engagement with theologically conservative Protestants mattered more than
ever. Jewish communal leaders feared that evangelicals would endorse
political candidates based solely on their shared conservative Christian
beliefs instead of their sociopolitical platforms.67 According to the AJC,
65. Statement on Evangelism and the Jews, December 2, 1972, folder 4, box 152,
IAD, AJCA.
66. Kenneth L. Woodward, John Barnes, and Laurie Lisle, “Born Again!” Newsweek,
October 25, 1976, 86.
67. “Statement to Ford and Carter,” Memorandum from George Salomon to Bert Gold,
Selma Hirsch, and Marc Tanenbaum, October 15, 1976, MS-603, folder 2, box 17, AJA.
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a further alignment between Jews and moderate Southern Baptists would
simultaneously expand Jewish organizations’ political influence as they
worked to temper their evangelical partners’ voting patterns.

National Interreligious Award
To publicly acknowledge—and strengthen—the nearly decade-long
dialogue between Jewish communal organizations and members of the
Southern Baptist Convention, the AJC looked no further than Billy
Graham when it established its National Interreligious Award in 1977.
This award recognized Graham’s efforts to strengthen interfaith relations,
support Israel, champion human rights, and combat antisemitism.68 The
ceremony, to take place in Atlanta during the AJC’s National Executive
Council’s yearly meeting, would be attended by approximately 300 Jewish
religious and lay leaders, along with several members of the press invited
to cover the occasion. Graham readily accepted this award.
Aware that Graham’s acceptance speech would garner national attention, Tanenbaum used the opportunity to encourage Graham to
emphasize evangelicals’ embrace of Israel in his speech. “We anticipate
that Israel will be systematically and in most cases unfairly attacked by
the United Nations,” Tanenbaum explained in a September 21 letter
to Graham, thus suggesting “a healing word from you indicating that
evangelical Christians are not abandoning Israel will be of great moral
importance at this moment.”69 The AJC’s interreligious affairs director
feared the United Nations would condemn Israel’s continued control of
the Palestinian territories acquired after the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, affecting American public perception of its government’s diplomatic and
economic relationship with the country.70 Having one of the leaders of the
Christian right endorse Israel publicly served to influence public opinion.
Graham too recognized the import of his acceptance speech for
the expanding dialogue between American Jews and evangelicals. The
evangelist, at his own suggestion, had submitted a draft of his speech to
Tanenbaum for comment ahead of the AJC award ceremony.71 Tanenbaum offered line edits, wrote two additional paragraphs about Israel,
68. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Billy Graham, August 9, 1977, MS-603, folder,
box 21, AJA.
69. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Billy Graham, September 21, 1977, folder 1,
box 129, IAD. AJCA.
70. United Nations General Assembly Resolution 32/5, accessed December 28, 2017,
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/32/ares32r5.pdf.
71. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Billy Graham, September 21, 1977, folder 1,
box 129, IAD, AJCA.
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and provided an overall summary of Graham’s proposed remarks, noting
that it “is an excellent statement, both in content and in spirit.” Tanenbaum, however, took exception with Graham’s introductory comments
reminiscing about a past conversation with Israel’s chief rabbi. Graham
wrote that when he asked the rabbi if he believed in the messiah (who
responded in the affirmative) Graham stated he too believed in the messiah, “but that when Messiah comes we will all recognize that He is
Jesus who was on earth once before.” The chief rabbi noted that this
brief exchange between the two highlighted a fundamental difference
between Jews and evangelicals. “In the spirit of dialogue,” Graham explained that he wanted to share his own experiences with the audience.72
Tanenbaum, in explaining his concerns about this anecdote, stated “this
audience of national Jewish leaders will certainly respect everything you
say about your personal commitments to Christ, but might perceive two
or three references about evangelizing as taking advantage of them as
a ‘captive audience.’ “73 Aware of Jews’ sensitivity towards Christian
conversionary efforts, Tanenbaum sought to avoid overt statements that
could create tension. Graham’s removal of any reference to Jesus as the
messiah during his actual speech illustrated his desire to appease concerns among Jewish communal leaders about evangelical theology. The
back and forth over the draft revealed that while limits to the dialogue
existed, progress had been made in the relationship between Jews and
some key evangelical leaders.
On the day of the awards ceremony, Tanenbaum expressed delight
that Jews and evangelicals had established interfaith dialogue. Whereas
he credited the Pope for facilitating interreligious dialogue between Jews
and Catholics following the Second Vatican Council, he acknowledged
Billy Graham for achieving an interfaith alignment between Jews and
evangelicals. “I can testify that the growth in mutual appreciation between
evangelicals and Jews,” said Tanenbaum, “is in very large measure due
to the attitudes, convictions, and personal influence of the distinguished
guest whom we honor today, the Rev. Dr. Billy Graham.”74 Recognizing
Graham’s Crusade commitments in Cincinnati the same night as the
AJC lunch ceremony in Atlanta, Tanenbaum ensured a prompt start to
the ceremony so that the evangelist could speak at his own event later
that night. Tanenbaum considered the scenario where Graham could
72. Draft of Billy Graham’s Speech before the American Jewish Committee, MS-603,
folder 6, box 21, AJA.
73. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Billy Graham, October 10, 1977, MS-603, folder
6, box 21, AJA.
74. Speech by Marc Tanenbaum, October 28, 1977, MS-603, folder 6, box 21, Marc
Tanenbaum papers, AJA.

A. Weiss: Billy Graham Receives the Ten Commandments

21

Figure 1. With permission of the AJC Archives. All rights reserved.

accept an award from the American Jewish Committee during the day
and then evangelize to his Christian supporters at night to demonstrate
the healthy state of Jewish-evangelical relations.75
The award itself highlighted the interfaith connections between Jews
and evangelicals. Tanenbaum observed that the award, a sculpture of the
Ten Commandments created by the German-Jewish artist Ludwig Wolpert, represented Jewish-Christian relations in the late twentieth-century.
Referring to the Decalogue, Tanenbaum remarked that it represented
“the supreme moral bond between all Christians and Jews throughout
the world—indeed the foundation-stone of civilization itself.”76 Graham
also emphasized the significance of the Ten Commandments, reflected
not only in the shape of his AJC award, but also in the impact he believed it had in everyday life. “Our Judeo-Christian heritage is persistent
in its demand for a biblical intolerance toward moral evil,” Graham
explained.77 He urged those present to support the reading of the Ten
Commandments in public schools each day so that students would know

75. Letter from Marc Tanenbaum to Billy Graham, August 9, 1977, MS-603, folder
6, box 21, AJA.
76. Marc Tanenbaum, Presentation of First AJC National Interreligious Award to the
Rev. Dr. Billy Graham, October 28. 1977, folder 1, box 129, IAD, AJCA.
77. Ibid.
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that there is a higher moral law. Graham perceived the US’s increasing
emphasis on secularism, rather than a continued embrace of religion, as
leading to an increase in antisemitism and anti-Christianity. “Many have
been surprised that the new antisemitism in America has come from the
new radicalism in America,” he explained, noting that the push towards
the secular could destroy freedom and democracy in the United States.78
Whereas Tanenbaum had commented on other potentially problematic
areas of Graham’s proposed speech, he made no mention of the recitation
of the Commandments in public schools. In this section of the text, he
offered only one edit, commenting that the secular “radicalism” of which
Graham spoke was “dehumanizing.”79 Jewish communal organizations
had fought to keep a strict separation of church and state, including the
removal of prayer from public schools. According to these institutions,
the reading of the Ten Commandments represented religious instruction,
even if pared down to a moral education for Americans. Tanenbaum’s
silence on this issue suggested his desire to emphasize the Ten Commandments as a sign of a shared Judeo-Christian heritage instead of a
mark of theological distinction, much as he had previously done in his
interfaith relations with evangelicals.
Not everyone supported the AJC’s decision to award Graham its first
National Interreligious Award, especially one designed in the shape of the
Ten Commandments. Herbert Diamond from Garden City, New York, for
instance, wrote to Marc Tanenbaum voicing his disapproval. He stated
that “you should have added an eleventh commandment to your gift:
‘thou shalt not proselytize Jews.”80 Diamond questioned why the AJC
would give Graham an interreligious award when he viewed interfaith
activities through a lens of conversion. Diamond concluded his letter by
asking “How could you be taken in by these phonies,” referring not only
to Billy Graham, but to Pat Boone and Carl McIntyre, classifying them
as “Johnny come lately[s] to Israel’s cause.” This statement suggested
an overarching concern that evangelicals believed Jews did not share an
equal place in this world, let alone the world to come.
Diamond’s remarks represented a larger concern within liberal American Jewish circles about evangelicals’ support of Israel. What if theologically conservative Protestants embraced Israel only because it served
78. Speech by Billy Graham before the American Jewish Committee, October 28,
1977, “The Evangelical Christian and the Jew in a Pluralistic Society,” MS-603, folder
6, box 21, AJA.
79. Draft of Billy Graham’s Speech before the American Jewish Committee, MS-603,
folder 6, box 21, AJA.
80. Letter from Herbert Diamond to Marc Tannenbaum, January 16, 1978, MS-603,
folder 7, box 21, AJA.
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their prophetic agenda? What if Billy Graham’s calls for collaboration
between American Jews and Christians to create peace between Israelis
and Palestinians was meant to expedite the coming of the messiah and
therefore usher in the millennial kingdom? Graham himself had stated
in a draft of his acceptance speech that all individuals would come to
recognize Jesus as the messiah. Many liberal American Jews therefore
feared Graham did not value their equal place in late twentieth-century
America.81 Moreover, the AJC’s presentation to Graham of an award in
the shape of the Ten Commandments seemed to some Jews to act out
supercessionist theology—a literal passing of God’s word from Jewish
to Christian hands.
The AJC instead enthusiastically endorsed Graham’s speech and its
import for Jewish-evangelical relations. In a memorandum to its area
directors after the award, the AJC’s leadership urged them to purchase
cassette tapes of Graham’s recorded speech to be used for Christian or
interfaith radio programs, clergy institutes, campaigns to garner Christian
support for Israel, and other Jewish programs. The national AJC even
offered to defray the cost of the cassettes, noting that the “the Graham
talk can do much good in reinforcing positive Christian support of Israel,
especially at this difficult time.”82
On the same day as the AJC award ceremony—October 28, 1977—the
United Nations passed Resolution 32/5, affirming its past condemnations of Israel’s territorial acquisitions during the 1967 Arab-Israeli War.
Much as Graham’s speech demonstrated one dimension of the alliance
between Jews and evangelicals, the response to the resolution demonstrated another. Days later, a group of evangelicals signed a full-page
advertisement in The New York Times titled “Evangelicals’ Concern for
Israel.” These two events were proof positive that the AJC, along with
other Jewish communal organizations, had succeeded in establishing an
interfaith partnership with moderate evangelicals.83

Conclusion
The AJC’s response to a letter questioning its ongoing dialogue with
evangelicals offers a further explanation for why it conferred its first
National Interreligious Award upon Billy Graham. When Eleanor Judd
of Colorado wrote to the AJC national headquarters in December 1977
81. Ariel, Evangelizing the Chosen People, 265.
82. Memorandum from Francis Rosenberg to AJC Area Directors, “Cassette of Dr.
Billy Graham’s Talk on Israel,” November 15, 1977, folder 1, box 129, IAD, AJCA.
83. “Evangelicals’ Concern for Israel,” New York Times, November 1, 1977, 12.
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questioning the organization’s “over-optimism, over-intimacy, [and] overgratefulness” of its dialogue with evangelicals, Bertram Gold, the AJC’s
executive vice president, explained what many liberal American Jews had
failed to comprehend. Rather than consider Southern Baptists as “inaccessible” to dialogue, as Arthur Gilbert of the ADL had suggested prior
to 1966, Gold acknowledged that AJC staff members “have been able to
rally some of the progressive elements of the evangelical movement.”84
Like Tanenbaum, Gold considered the burgeoning alliance successful
because the AJC and members of SBC shared moderate ideological and
political viewpoints. Although Southern Baptists envisioned a different
moral future for America than did most liberal Jews, their ability to
understand and accept this disparity made them preferred interfaith
partners over other Protestant denominations. Bestowing Graham with
an AJC award underscored the organization’s commitment to this interfaith relationship, given that the evangelist arguably served as the
most famous Southern Baptist and possessed direct political access to
American politicians and presidents.
Efforts to improve interfaith relations in the era of an ascendant
evangelicalism became one of the hallmarks of the work of American
Jewish communal organizations. By 1977, both Tanenbaum and Graham
considered their relationship to be a mutually beneficial one. Although the
“Southern Baptist controversy” of 1979 would alter Jewish institutions’
relations with SBC members and the larger evangelical community—
many of the moderate evangelicals that Jews had become accustomed to
partnering with no longer held positions of power—the first decade of
Jewish-evangelical interreligious affairs established a precedent for future
intergroup relations. Such efforts to befriend and partner with ethnic and
religious groups entering the American mainstream persist to this day.

84. Letter from Eleanor Judd to Bertram Gold, December 29, 1977 and Letter from
Bertram Gold to Eleanor Judd, January 10, 1978, folder “Evangelicals and Catholics,
1978,” box 119, Bertram Gold Boxes, IAD, AJCA.

