An American Evangelist and the Jews
Dwight L. Moody and His Attitudes
Toward the Jewish People
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You know a Jew must have a very poor opinion of a man if he will not do business with him when there is a prospect of making something out of him.9

These are the words of Dwight L. Moody (1837-99), the leading American
evangelist during the last third of the nineteenth century. In another sermon,
however, Moody expressed what seems to have been a very different opinion:
Hasn’t God made that a great and mighty nation? Where is there any nation
that has ever produced such men as have come from the seed of Abraham?
There is no nation that has or can produce such men....10

Moody’s attitudes toward the Jews were indeed marked by ambivalence
which reflected both deep-rooted prejudices against them as well as appreciation and hope for that people’s glorious future. While Moody’s prejudices were
influenced by his cultural background, his hopes for the Jewish People resulted
from his premillennialist eschatological belief.

The Man and His Way
Dwight Lyman Moody was born in 1837 in Northfield, Massachusetts.11 His
father died when he was a young boy and Moody grew up as an orphan in a
poor home. In 1883 the 18-year־old lad settled in Chicago, a booming new city
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10. Dwight L. Moody, 70 All People (New York, 1877), p. 354.
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that attracted ambitious young men from the East. He became a shoe salesman.
In Northfield Moody’s family were members of the Unitarian Church and
later the Congregationalist Church. Moody joined the YMCA in Boston in
1854 and continued to be an active member after moving to Chicago. His
“conversion” experience occurred during that period. Although Moody was a
successful businessman, he became more and more interested in religious and
missionary activity, and his first independent enterprise was a Sunday school
for children in a socially deprived area. As his involvement in religious campaigns grew, he decided to give up business altogether and devote himself
completely to evangelism.
Moody’s career as a revivalist developed gradually in Chicago in the 1860s.
In 1873 he visited Britain and conducted many revival meetings there together
with Gospel singer Ira Sankey. After his return, Moody became America’s leading revivalist.
Revival meetings were held in the United States throughout the nineteenth
century and occupied an important place in the religious atmosphere of
America at the time, especially in what was known as the frontier, the newly settied area of the country.12 On the spiritual level, revival meetings were
designed to bring the “lost sheep” or unconverted to Christ, while the
practical aim of the revivalists was to convince the unchurched to join the
church. Some major Protestant denominations — Baptists, Presbyterians and
especially Methodists — conducted revivals and flourished with them. The
process was to convince individuals attending the revivals that they were sinful,
that their spiritual situation was hopeless and that they urgently needed to
repent, seek forgiveness and accept Jesus as a personal Savior. In a highly
emotional atmosphere which did not lack scenes of hysteria, people would
step out and publicly declare their sinfulness and their acceptance of Christ
and the opening of a new phase in their lives. Henceforth they would lead a
life of holiness and become devout members of the church for the rest of their
lives.
Until Moody’s days revivalism was mostly rural. Evangelists often conducted “camp meetings” where they preached the Gospel to people who came
from small towns and farms in the area. Moody’s aim was to convert the
unchurched in the cities, and he turned revivalism into an urban phenomenon
by preaching to industrial and mine workers as well as to members of the
middle classes. Like many leading evangelists, Moody did not act on behalf of
one particular denomination but aimed at bringing the unchurched to join
any one of the mainline evangelical churches. Tens of thousands came to listen to his sermons, and the magnitude of his evangelism was unprecedented.
Managing such a large enterprise became very much like managing a big business. In addition to the need to repent, accept Jesus and join the church,
Moody’s message advocated middle-class morality: being a true Christian be
12. On revivalism, see William G. McLoughlin, M odem Revivalism: Charles Grandison
Finney to Billy Graham (New York, 1959), and Revivalism, Awakenings a n d Reform
(Chicago, 1978).

liever also meant being an active and productive participant in the community
as well as a good American citizen.
The 1870s saw the beginning of a split in American Protestantism between
liberals and conservatives. Among the issues that were debated were biblical
inerrancy and evolution. Moody had an expansive, inclusive approach and
tried to avoid being engaged in open controversy, often refraining from expressing his opinions on matters that could arouse stormy debates. Yet he was
one of the leaders of the emerging conservative camp and played an important role in shaping its character. One of Moody’s major contributions to the
shaping of the American evangelical tradition was the incorporation of dispensationalism, which was then a relatively new eschatological conviction.
Dispensationalism, the modern premillennialist belief in the second coming of Jesus, was crystallized in Britain in the 1820s and 1830s by John Nelson
Darby (1800-82) and the group he led, the Plymouth B r e t h r e n . The term
“dispensationalism” comes from the belief that history is divided into different dispensations — ages or eras — for each of which God has a different plan
or economy for humanity. The last age is the millennium, the reign of Christ
on earth for a thousand years; our age is the one before the last. Unlike the
traditional claim of Christianity to be the new Israel, dispensationalists recognize the Jewish People as historical Israel and the object of biblical prophecies
about the re-establishment of a Davidic Kingdom in the Land of Israel during
the messianic age. Dispensationalism began spreading widely in America in
the 1860s and 1870s, gaining ground among members of major Protestant denominations.
Moody had been exposed to dispensational teachings as early as the late
1860s, and he met John Nelson Darby several times during the 1870s. Moody’s
acceptance of belief in the imminent return of Jesus added strength and prestige to the movement. He became a patron of dispensationalism and invited
dispensationalists to the Bible conferences he organized in Massachusetts, thus
offering theoreticians of the movement a forum and a place to meet. He was
also instrumental in establishing Bible House in Chicago, which became a major center for training activists of the premillennialist-dispensationalist movement in America.
Although Moody did not become a strict, rigid, “orthodox” dispensationalist,1^ this eschatological teaching influenced his understanding of his mission
and task as an evangelist. In one of his sermons he asserted:*14
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I look on this world as a wrecked vessel. God has given me a life-boat and said
to me: “Moody, save all you can.15167״

He refrained in principle from frightening his audience and did not use the
premillennialist theme very often in his sermons.1^ Later evangelists frequently
focused on this theme, and the eschatological dispensationalist message, ineluding its distinct understanding of the role of the Jewish People at the end of
the age, has become an essential part of mass evangelism in America in the
twentieth century. 1^

Prejudice Against Jews
Although Moody did not dedicate full sermons to his ideas about the Jewish
People, he referred to them extensively in his preaching. His opinions concerning that nation represented many common prejudices against Jews as well
as the influence of dispensationalism on his thought.
In Moody’s view, the Jews were the sinning Sons of Israel who disobeyed
God.1516718 They were the people who failed to help their neighbor in the parable
of the Good Samaritan. 1^ They were the vicious crowd that preferred the execution of Jesus to that of Barabbas,20 humiliated Jesus on his last journey in the
Via Dolorosa,212*45 and cried out “Let his blood be upon us and upon our children.”22*245The destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in 70 C.E. came as a prophesied punishment for the wickedness of the Jews.2^ The Jews’ worst sin was
their unwillingness to recognize Jesus as their Lord and Savior, 2^ and it was this
stubbornness that earned them their position as outcasts: “The Jews were cut
off on account of their unbelief. We were grafted in on account of our belief.”2^
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Moody believed in the stereotype of the Jews as greedy, materialistic people,2^
and when he was in need of an example of a rich man he used Rothschild.2
627
As prejudiced against Jews as he might have been, it would be wrong to refer to Moody as an antisemite. Moody’s stereotypical view of Jews was on the
whole not a positive one, but it was far from being demonic or diabolic. In his
sermons Moody never used the Jews as a scapegoat for America’s troubles or
faults, nor did he ever launch an attack against the Jews. Furthermore, Moody
never suggested that the Jews should be punished for their bad deeds or ugly
characters, or that any kind of restrictions, such as stopping Jewish immigration to America, should be placed upon them. Moreover, his attitude toward
the Jewish People included elements of appreciation and hope.
Moody was not original in his criticism of the Jews. He followed a long and
well-paved route of Christian outlooks on the matter, and his prejudices against
Jews probably reflected views that were common in certain segments of Protestant America at the time — he would not have expressed such opinions had he
thought his audience would reject them. Moody developed much of his image
of the Jews from his reading of the Scriptures. He had very little knowledge of
post-biblical Judaism. In one passage he says, “Diana, Apollo, the Pharisee and
Sadducee are no more, but the despised Christians yet live.”2829301He was ignorant
of the fact that as far as Jewish self-understanding was concerned the Pharisaic
tradition was still alive in the sense that Orthodox Judaism (and in a way also
non-Orthodox Judaism) sees itself as a continuation of that tradition.2^
Moody had very few personal encounters with Jews, and his stereotype of
the J ew s of his day w as totally divorced from reality. The 1880s and 1890s witnessed vast Jewish immigration to America from the small towns of Eastern
Europe. Most of these Jews came to America penniless and inhabited the poor
areas of the American urban centers — they were no Rothschilds. The only
Jews Moody knew were converts to Christianity. Although he was skeptical of
the sincerity of some of the Jewish conversions,^ he nevertheless remained
committed to his belief in the need to evangelize Jews and hoped for the eventual conversion of the Jewish People to Christianity. There were Jewish converts
whom he highly respected and cherished, such as Joseph Rabinowicz, founder
and head of a Christian Synagogue in Kishinef, Russia, whom Moody brought
to Chicago in 1893 to participate in his evangelistic work connected with the
World Columbian Exposition.
In the winter of 1875-76 an incident occurred concerning Moody’s remarks
on Jews. The evangelist was quoted as saying that in 1873 Jews in a meeting in
Paris boasted about the killing of J esu s. 31 Jewish leaders in the United States
26.
27.
28.
29.
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protested angrily^2 and Moody claimed that he was misquoted, later adding
that he respected Jews.33
Public criticism confronted Moody again in 1893 when he invited Adolf
Stoecker, the notorious German antisemitic preacher, to participate in evangelistic work with him in Chicago. 34 Moody rejected the newspapers’ accusations
against Stoecker:
We give you a warm welcome. God bless you. We don’t believe the newspapers.
We believe the Bible. We have confidence in you. We love you.32*34353678

Moody did not bother to check the accusations against Stoecker, and might
have believed in good faith that Stoecker was innocent and that the accusations against him were part of a campaign to undermine the German
preacher’s work. 36 He saw him as a fellow evangelist who was doing in Germany the same kind of work as he was doing in America, and therefore trusted
him. Jews viewed the matter differently. For them Moody’s welcome to Stoecker
meant an endorsement, and they developed a suspicious and contemptuous attitude toward Moody. Among other things, Jews associated Moody with missionary enterprises attempting their conversion. For them such attempts were
insults to their religious heritage as well as a threat to Jewish survival. 37
An illustration of the suspicious outlook that Jews developed toward Moody
can be found in Isaac Mayer Wise’s reaction to the evangelist. Alarmed by
Moody’s remarks on the Jewish involvement in Jesus’ humiliation and
crucifixion, this outstanding leader of Reform Judaism asked Moody to debate
the deicide charge with him, but to no avail.38 Wise, it should be noted, treated
“proselytizing Christianity” with great suspicion and saw evangelists like
Moody not so much as a threat to Jewish survival as endangering the freedom
and equality Jews had acquired in America. American democracy depended
not only on the separation of church and state but on ideas that emerged from
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38. Cohen, Encounter with Emancipation, p. 256. Cohen, w ho is unaware of positive
sides in Moody’s attitude towards the Jews, treats him negatively.

non-Christian sources. 39 In Wise’s eyes, evangelical Christianity was a backward
and repressive religion which, if it prevailed, would bring about a terrible political regression.4° The evangelists were out to Christianize America and therefore threatened to destroy its liberal character, and with it the position of the
Jews as equal members in the community. Moreover, the evangelists were keeping alive stereotypical prejudices against the Jews.^1 Wise thus fought evangelists and missionaries to the Jews with great vigor .^2

Hopes for the Future of the Jews
The dispensationalist understanding of the place and role of the Jewish
People in God’s plans for humanity was clearly reflected in Moody’s thinking.
Although he was prejudiced against Jews, Moody had great hopes for the conversion of Jews and for their restoration to the Land of Israel in their former
position as a nation of God. On a few occasions Moody predicted the following future for them:
When Christ returns, He will not be treated as He was before. There will be
room for Him at Bethlehem. He will be welcom ed in Jerusalem. He will reveal
Himself as Joseph revealed himself to his brethren. He will say to the Jews “I
am Jesus,” and they will reply: “Blessed is He that cometh in the name of the
Lord,” and the Jews will then be that nation that shall be born in a day.39401243

This passage expresses an understanding of the place of the Jews in God’s
plan for humanity that is identical to that of nineteenth-century dispensationalists. According to this view, the biblical prophecies for the end of days are
meant for the Jews. The place where Jesus is going to meet his brethren according to this passage is in the Holy Land, and it was a common dispensationalist
assumption that the Jews would already be restored to their land by then.
Moody spoke further on the future of the Jewish People:
I have an idea that they are a nation that are to be born in a day, and when
they are converted and brought back to Christ, what a mighty power they will
be in the land, what missionaries to carry the glad tidings around the world.44

Moody’s words in this case reflect the dispensationalist belief that the Jewish nation will be the leading nation in the millennial kingdom and will,
among other responsibilities, carry out the task of evangelizing the world.
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Jewish Response to Nineteenth-Century Christian Missions,” Journal o f Am erican
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44. Moody, To All People, p. 354.
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In another instance, while discussing God’s promise to Abraham (Gen.
22:17-18), Moody expressed his deep appreciation for the long endurance of
the Jewish nation as well as what he considered to be the outstanding achievements of the seed of Abraham:
Hasn’t that prophecy been fulfilled? Hasn’t God made that a great and mighty
nation? Where is there any nation that has ever produced such men as have
come from the seed of Abraham? There is no nation that has or can produce
such men.... That promise was made 4,000 years ago, and even now you can see
that the Jews are a separate and distinct nation.... You can bring almost every
nation here and in fifty years they will becom e extinct, merged into another;
but bring a Jew here and in fifty years, a hundred years, or a thousand years, he
is still a Jew. When I meet a Jew I can’t help having a profound respect for
them, for they are God’s people.45

Moody considered the continuing existence of the Jewish People to be
proof that God kept his promises to humankind. Like all dispensationalists, he
considered the Jewish existence as a separate people to be in accordance with
God’s plans for humanity. He said:
I challenge any infidel to put his finger on any promise which God has not
kept. For 6,000 years the devil has been trying to find that God has broken His
word. What a jubilee there would be in hell today if they found God had broken His word! Didn’t He keep His word with Adam, and Abraham and Moses?
Isn’t every Jew a monument of God’s word?46478

Jesus himself, he reminded his audience, was a Jew.47 Moreover, when Jesus
was on the cross he had sent his disciples back to Jerusalem “to preach the
Gospel to the men who had crucified him.”48 Elsewhere Moody also referred
to Christ’s “command” that his message be preached first and foremost “to
those Jerusalem sinners.”49
Moody saw no contradiction between the sometimes unpleasant opinions
he held concerning Jews and his hopes for their conversion, return to the Land
of Israel and rebirth as God’s nation. In his view, though the Jews may have
treated Jesus viciously and rejected him, Jesus did not abandon hope for them
but ordered his disciples to preach the Gospel to them. As wicked as they
might have been in the past and as greedy as they may be in the present,
Moody saw them as being still Jesus’ brethren and believed that in the future
they will assume a totally new role when they accept Jesus. In Moody’s eyes, the
Jews were punished for their stubbornness but God will firmly keep his
promises to them, and will restore them to their glory when they recognize
their Savior.
Moody’s mixed opinions on the Jewish People are one of the early exampies of the way premillennialism has shaped the attitudes of a large number of
American evangelical Protestants toward the Jewish People. Moody’s pattern
has been followed by many of America’s leading evangelists, and one can find
45.
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similar overtones in sermons and writings of leading American fundamentalists from Moody’s times until today. On the one hand, they have criticized the
Jews for not accepting Jesus as their Messiah and have often described them as
being spiritually deprived. On the other hand, they have recognized the Jews as
the heirs of historical Israel, expressed appreciation for the endurance of the
Jewish People and belief in the glorified future which, in their view, awaits that
nation.
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