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In the 1970s, both Jews and Christians were surprised to see the rise of a

vigorous movement of Christian Jews. Messianic Jews embraced the

evangelical definition of Christians as people who undergo experiences

of conversion or being born again, as well as evangelical manners of read-

ing the Bible and evangelical codes of personal morality, but wished to

maintain a measure of Jewish culture and identity. The same years were

the heydays of Christian-Jewish dialogue, which brought about a break-

through in the relationship between the two faiths. Situated in a very dif-

ferent cultural and theological climate, Messianic Jews have engaged in a

very different experiment in Christian-Jewish relations that also signified

a new understanding of the relationship between the two faiths, albeit in

a very different manner than liberal Christians and Jews envisioned. Stu-

dents of Christian-Jewish relations in our time should therefore pay atten-

tion to the Messianic Jewish movement, which, like the dialogue, also

signified a change of heart in relation to the Jews, this time among con-

servative Christians.

Historical background and early years

The roots of the new movement can be traced to Pietist and evangelical

missionary ideology in the modern era that advocated the position that

accepting the Christian faith did not stand in contradiction to Jewish

identity but rather made it more complete. The evangelical premillennial-

ist view that has considered the Jews to be the Chosen People has also

served to offer justification for maintaining Jewish identity, customs, and

symbols. There were attempts at creating communities of Jewish-Christians
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in the nineteenth century, but such experiments were short-lived. “Judaiz-

ing” had traditionally been considered heresy, and many expressed suspi-

cion toward the idea of separate Jewish congregations. Converts too were

often afraid of arousing suspicion that their conversions were not genuine

and, as a rule, chose to join non-Jewish churches.1 Attitudes gradually

changed, and in the 1920s, the Presbyterian Church, USA, initiated the

establishment of Jewish-Christian congregations, intending them to serve

as centers of evangelism among the Jews as well as communities where

being ethnically Jewish was normative.

The more assertive and independent movement of Messianic Judaism

that came on the scene in the 1970s represented a new generation that

possessed unprecedented freedoms of choice, including the amalgamation

of traditions, which previous generations had considered alien to each

other. This offered Messianic Jews a sense of mission as they felt that they

were healing historical injuries. The new movement has attempted to cre-

ate a young and exciting vision of Christianity that worked around tradi-

tional views of a faith alien to Jews. Evangelical Christian attitudes also

changed and became more accepting toward ethnic pride and incorpora-

tion of symbols and customs from other traditions, such as Native Ameri-

cans, although an amalgamation of the Christian faith and Jewish

identity was, perhaps, even more daring. The war in June 1967, between

Israel and its neighbors, also affected the manner in which evangelical

Christians had come to view the Jews and their role in history, boosting

the converts’ status, their pride in their roots, and their desire to

maintain Jewish identity.2

In the first phase of the movement, Jewish converts to Christianity

established congregations on their own initiative, which were largely

independent of the control of missionary societies or Christian denomina-

tions. An early and central congregation, within the larger movement,

has been Beth Yeshua in Philadelphia. In the late 1960s, Joe Finkelstein, a

chemist and a Jewish convert to Christianity, gathered a group of Jewish

teenagers who were looking for an alternative to their parents’ middle-

class environment, as well as a haven from the more dangerous aspects

of the counterculture. The Christian-Jewish communities demanded absti-

nence from drugs, alcohol, and premarital sex and encouraged their

members to obey the law and work hard toward careers. Finkelstein

initially brought the new converts to the Presbyterian-sponsored Hebrew
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Christian center in downtown Philadelphia, but the young converts did

not take well to the older Jewish-Presbyterian congregation, viewing it as

lacking in Jewish atmosphere, and they decided to establish their own

congregation, which grew considerably.3 Messianic congregations serve as

centers of evangelism with sermons promoting the Christian evangelical

creed, striving to inspire the non-converted in the audience to convert.

Christian and Jewish reactions

While Messianic Judaism represented Christian evangelical theology and

morality, it struggled in its early years to secure its legitimacy within the

larger evangelical movement, on the whole very successfully. One of its

defenders, James Hutchens, wrote his doctoral dissertation “A Case for

Messianic Judaism” at the evangelical Fuller Theological Seminary in

1974. Hutchens, who converted to Judaism while holding on to his belief

in the Messiahship of Jesus, advocated Messianic Judaism as a means for

Jews to accept the Christian faith while retaining the cultural compo-

nents of their Jewish heritage. Beyond “the core faith,” the cultural

dresses were variable and open for choice, he contended.4 Attempting to

advance the cause of evangelism among Jews, missionary groups, such as

the American Board of Missions to the Jews, and denominations, such as

the Assemblies of God, began sponsoring Messianic congregations, often

more moderate in inserting elements of the Jewish tradition. In a manner

typical to many ethnic evangelical communities, a number of Messianic

Jewish communities share buildings with non-Jewish congregations, signi-

fying the affinity in faith. It was, perhaps, not a coincidence that when

the evangelical group, the Promise Keepers, launched a major rally in

Washington, D.C., in 1997, two groups of born-again Christians were par-

ticularly visible. Messianic Jews came to the gathering dressed with talitot,

prayer shawls, and holding shofarot and rams horns, and Native Ameri-

cans came dressed in their traditional attire and decorated with American

Indian symbols.

Liberal Protestants have looked less favorably upon the new move-

ment than their conservative counterparts. The years in which Messianic

Judaism made its debut were the heyday of the Jewish-Christian Dialogue.

From the liberal point of view, there was no necessity any more for Jews

to turn to Christianity, certainly not to conservative forms of Christianity,

which liberals cared little for anyhow.5 The liberals were interested in
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speaking with “real” Jews, and in learning from a “sister religion,” not

from Messianic Judaism, which they did not consider to be a valid form

of the religion they were now looking at in a new light. Both liberal

Christians and Jews considered Messianic Judaism to be a bizarre fringe

group and did not take it very seriously. And those engaged in dialogue

were well aware of the negative reaction of Jews to all forms of evange-

lism and their concern over Jewish continuity.

While not unified or consistent, Jewish reactions to the new movement

demonstrated what Jews considered the legitimate boundaries of Judaism

as a religion and as a community. In general, Jews did not take seriously

the Messianic Jewish belief that one could embrace Christianity and remain

Jewish and considered the groups to be either fraudulent or bizarre. “Beth

Yeshua,” wrote Michael Mach about the Messianic Jewish congregation, “is

part of…an Orwellian world of Jewish-Christian confusion where things

are never as they ought to be, and rarely as they seem…”.6 Rabbi Ronald

Gittelsohn wrote “Jews for Jesus is only one of several aberrant religious or

psuedoreligious cults flourishing today on the American scene.”7 Jewish

Orthodox activists founded organizations to fight groups such as Messianic

Jews, whom they considered to be in essence Christian missionaries. In

Israel, the ultra-Orthodox organization Yad L’Achim (A Hand for the Breth-

ren) has made a name for itself in combating missionaries and congrega-

tions of Jewish believers in Jesus.8 The rise and further spread of Messianic

Judaism stirred also liberal Jews to action. In the 1980s, Jewish leaders and

organizations thought that they should prepare Jewish youth for a possible

encounter with the new rhetoric of Christian evangelism and the option of

Messianic Judaism, by publishing “know what to answer” books. These

tracts did not speak in one voice, each book representing a different Jewish

point of view. Lawrence M. Silverman, a Reform rabbi, demonstrated a pro-

gressive Jewish opinion declaring that in contrast to evangelical Christian

and Messianic Jewish beliefs “The messianic age will come to pass in this

world!” and “We do not believe that personal salvation and eternal life

should be overriding concerns in one’s life.”9

While many Jews have continued to look upon Messianic Judaism sus-

piciously as an alien and bizarre development, some have reconsidered

their position. Messianic Judaism grew and has turned into a permanent

feature of the religious and cultural scene in Jewish population centers

around the globe, and some Jews began looking at them in a new manner.
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Articles on Messianic Jews in Jewish periodicals, such as Moment and the

Jerusalem Report, appearing in 1990–2010, treated the converts more

respectfully and presented their case in a surprisingly impartial tone. In

2000, Dan Cohn-Sherbok, a Reform rabbi, published a book on Messianic

Judaism, which in essence called for an inclusive definition of Judaism

and the acceptance of the movement.

A subculture of their own

While struggling to be accepted, Messianic Judaism has, throughout 1970

–2010, developed its own subculture, complete with conferences and

organizations, youth movements and summer camps, prayer books, hym-

nals, theological tracts, periodicals, and web sites. By the early 2010s,

there were about 300 Messianic Jewish congregations in America with a

noticeable presence in evangelical life going beyond those numbers.

There are about 100 communities in Israel and dozens more in Europe,

Latin America, and the former Soviet bloc. Messianic Jewish communities

follow mainstream conservative evangelical social and cultural norms.

For example, all Messianic rabbis or ministers are men. However, Messi-

anic Judaism is not a unified or uniform community. A major division

between Messianic congregations is between Charismatics and non-Char-

ismatics, reflecting a division within the larger evangelical community.

Another difference is over Jewish tradition and rites. On the one end of

the spectrum stand those who have been very hesitant to observe Jewish

rites and customs and have adopted a liturgy close to that of non-Jewish

congregations, and on the other end, those who advocate extensive incor-

poration of Jewish rites, including reading from a Torah scroll, wearing

yarmulkes during services, and placing an arc of the covenant in the sanc-

tuary. None, however, have made the claim that there is a requirement

to observe Jewish rites in order to be justified in the eyes of God.10 Many

Messianic congregations have compiled or adopted Messianic Jewish

siddurs (prayer books), which pick and choose elements of the traditional

Jewish prayer book, coupled with prayers that give expression to faith in

Jesus and his role as the Redeemer. Almost all congregations celebrate

Jewish holidays, such as Passover, reading the liturgy from Messianic

Haggadot, which similarly pick elements of traditional Haggadot with

prayers that give expression to the members’ faith in Jesus.11
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In spite of their promotion of Jewish identity, symbols and cultural

elements, Messianic Jewish communities have attracted non-Jewish mem-

bers, who often account for a large percentage, and at times the majority,

of the participants. The percentage of intermarried couples within the

congregations is also high.12 In essence, Messianic congregations serve as

meeting spaces for Jews and non-Jews holding to a conservative Protes-

tant faith as well as to the idea of the role of Jews and Israel in God’s

plans for humanity.13 Messianic Jews, like conservative evangelicals in

general, subscribe to conservative social and political views, seeing them-

selves as patriotic Americans or Israelis. Messianic Jews support Israel,

along similar understanding as those of many premillennialist evangeli-

cals. Their relation to Israel serves to re-affirm their Jewish identity at the

same time that it carries the theological perceptions and political agenda

of the evangelical camp.

The Messianic Jewish messages and vocabulary had a dramatic effect

in Israel in the last three decades. Previously, the number of conversions

to Christianity in Israel was small, but the tide changed. Faith in Zionism

as an all-encompassing ideology, providing hope, meaning, and a sense of

purpose, weakened considerably, leaving plenty of room for alternative

faiths to gain followers in the Israeli spiritual and communal market.14

Young Israelis began joining new religious movements and thousands

became “returnees to tradition,” while others accepted the Christian faith

in its Messianic Jewish form. The community of Messianic Jews in Israel

grew from no more than a few hundred people in the mid-1960s to over

15,000 by the 2010s.15 Much of the stigma surrounding conversion to

Christianity has faded, at least in the non-Orthodox community, as Israeli

culture became more inclusive and diverse. For many Israelis, the image

of Christianity, particularly in its Western European or American form,

has changed dramatically, turning from a hostile faith to the religion of

friendly visitors, volunteers, colleagues, friends, and supporters. A public

opinion poll in the late 1980s discovered that most Israelis were willing

to accept Messianic Jews.16 This is not to say that Messianic Jews did not

encounter opposition and even occasional harassment.

Messianic Jewish theology

Struggling for acceptance as both Jews and Christians, Messianic Jewish

thinkers have produced a series of theological tracts that have come to
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define and defend the movement’s unique path. Their work has not been

uniform and has given voice to a spectrum of opinions, although almost

all thinkers have contended that Jews who have embraced Christianity

were following in the path of the original Christians, making Messianic

Judaism a continuation of the earliest form of Christianity. David Stern, a

leader and thinker in the Messianic Jewish movement in Israel, translated

and edited a Messianic Jewish New Testament. In it, he changed the tradi-

tional translation of Paul’s Epistle to the Hebrews into a Letter to Messianic

Jews.17 Another trend in Messianic Jewish thinking has been a gradual

move into a more independent form of Jewish-Christian identity. This

development has manifested itself in the work of Arnold Fruchtenbaum,

a relatively moderate Messianic thinker. In the 1970s, Fruchtenbaum

defined himself as a Hebrew Christian, a more moderate form of Jewish-

Christian identity, and was skeptical about the more assertive forms of

Messianic Judaism.18 In Hebrew Christianity: Its Theology, History and Philoso-

phy, Fruchtenbaum declared that “the Hebrew Christian should be a

member of the local church along with Gentile believers.”19 Fruchten-

baum modified his views a number of years later, and Ariel Ministries,

which he founded and led, has been instrumental in the establishment of

a number of Messianic Jewish congregations. In 1985, Fruchtenbaum

defended the right of Jewish believers in Jesus to establish congregations

and observe Jewish rites if they so wished, as long as they looked upon it

as an option and did not consider it a requirement toward salvation.20

David Stern’s Messianic Jewish Manifesto has been one of the better known

Messianic theological tracts, in which he presented the merits and goals

of the movement as he understood them: “By providing a Jewish environ-

ment for Messianic faith, Messianic Judaism is useful in evangelizing

Jews.”21 And: “It is useful in focusing the Church’s attention on the Jew-

ish people.”22 Stern’s declaration that Messianic Jews are not half Chris-

tian and half Jews, but rather fully Christian and fully Jewish has become

a cornerstone of Messianic Jewish self-understanding at the turn of the

twenty-first century.

At the turn of the twenty-first century, a number of Messianic Jewish

thinkers, on both sides of the Atlantic, have come up with new sugges-

tions as to how to understand and practice a more independent amalgam-

ation of Judaism and Christianity. Gershon Nerel, an Israeli Messianic

intellectual, has advocated for a greater reliance on the sacred scriptures.
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An ardent premillennialist, Nerel views Israel as fulfilling an important

role in God’s plans for humanity and criticizes Christians who, in his

view, undermine Israel.23 Tsvi Sadan, editor of Kivun, a Messianic Jewish

Israeli journal, has militated for an independent understanding of the

Jewish faith in Jesus divorced from evangelical conservative theology.

Mark Kinzer and Stuart Dauermann are founders and leaders of Hashivenu

(“Bring us Back,” in Hebrew), a group of Messianic Jewish intellectuals

who promote a more independent Jewish-Christian culture and thought,

including the idea that Jewish-Christians should, at least in certain

instances, look for inspiration in Jewish, post-Biblical sources and ignore

post-scriptural Christian texts that may no longer be very relevant.24

Using traditional Jewish language, the group has formulated its agenda:

“We seek an authentic expression of Jewish life maintaining substantial

continuity with Jewish traditions…It is our conviction that Hashem brings

Messianic Jews to a richer knowledge of himself through a modern day

rediscovery of the paths of our ancestors—Avodah (liturgical worship),

Torah (study of the sacred texts), and Gemilut Chasadim (deeds of loving-

kindness).” Hashivenu and its circle point to the growing diversity within

the larger Messianic Jewish movement, where different communities and

individuals have placed greater emphasis on varied components of the

Jewish-Christian amalgam. One can also look upon the group as an avant-

garde, which wishes to transform Messianic Judaism from a movement

that adheres to evangelical theology into one that relies more on Jewish

sources, creating a more balanced mixture of the two traditions.

Messianic Judaism has challenged traditional Christian and Jewish

understandings of the boundaries between the two faiths on a number of

levels. It has certainly offered an alternative to Jewish conversion to and

disappearance into Christian society and culture. From its own perspective,

it has also created an option of being Jewish and Christian at the same

time, with some elements in the movement working on strengthening the

Jewish component of the amalgam. Somewhat unwittingly, the movement

has also posed a challenge to the dialogue and exchange that has developed

between liberal Christians and Jews parallel to the rise of Messianic Juda-

ism. The dialogue has been based on the existence of two separate tradi-

tions, which, while endlessly diverse, still held some clear borders. Few

were willing to consider the Messianic Jewish movement as a borderline

set of communities. For many observers treating Messianic Judaism
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seriously, it was more Christian than Jewish, a Jewish ethnic version of

evangelical Christianity. Even as such, Messianic Judaism should be seen as

a different kind of dialogue—a development that signified a new chapter in

the relationship of conservative Christians toward Judaism and Jews, show-

ing greater appreciation toward Judaism and its symbols and customs. Iron-

ically, while advocating mostly conservative views on political, social, and

cultural issues, this evangelical-Jewish movement is an avant-garde form of

post-modern realities, in which individuals and communities exercise their

freedom to carry a series of identities and struggle to negotiate between

them. Such hybrids have become prevalent in contemporary Christian and

Jewish communities, which, since the 1960s, often tended toward innova-

tion and amalgamation of different traditions and practices. One can notice

that, for example, in the rise of a large movement of Jewish practitioners of

Buddhism, many of whom have not seen a contradiction between their

Jewish identity and their Buddhist practices. The rise of Messianic Judaism

is still more extraordinary than the coming on the scene of Jewish

Buddhists, because Judaism and Buddhism do not share a long history of

competition and suspicion. These new movements therefore challenge

long-prevailing sensitivities and will continue to do so for quite a while.
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