Introduction

I am indebted to Kelvin Crombie’s book: ‘Three Sons of Abraham’ for the following information, but cannot really do justice to Joseph Frey in ten minutes.  He was the pioneer of modern Jewish mission, undaunted by frequent setbacks and disappointments. 

The Life and Work of Joseph Frey

Joseph Samuel Levi was born in Germany on 21st September 1771.  His father was a respected Rabbi, wholly occupied with Talmudic studies, in which Joseph was also immersed; and by the age of six, he could read the entire Torah in Hebrew.  He was taught to hate Christianity, especially as his uncle had become a follower of Jesus.

Aged eighteen, Joseph tutored six children for three years, and qualified as a cantor and a shochet, before being called home to help with his mother’s business; but Joseph had no aptitude for financial affairs and asked to seek employment elsewhere.

Whilst on his travels, a young Christian man noticed that Joseph kept strict kashrut, taking only bread and water.  With kindness he showed Joseph from the Tenach that the coming of Yeshua HaMeshiach made this unnecessary, and quoting from Jeremiah 31, said in future, the law would be written on hearts.  Joseph later observed that these words, which he had never heard before, made a deep impression, but he was fearful, particularly at the thought of becoming a Christian.  

Many German towns were closed to Jews, but Joseph approached a magistrate saying he wished to renounce Judaism and inquire into Christianity.  He became an apprentice, as Jewish converts were required to have a trade before joining a church.  The business failed, and no one else would employ him unless he was baptised.  A Lutheran minister recommended him to a shoemaker in Mecklenburg, and Joseph was publicly baptised there in 1798, changing his name to Joseph Samuel Christian Frederick Frey, based on John 8:36: ‘If the Son makes you free, you shall be free indeed.’  However it was another year before he came under deep conviction of sin and his need of a Saviour. 

Joseph, by now 28, decided to be a missionary and was among the first students at the Berlin Seminary in 1800; but when the others were later examined, Joseph was excluded for being a Jew.  Despite this, he was sent to England at the request of the London Missionary Society or LMS to prepare for work in the Cape Colony.  Whilst waiting five months for a ship to Africa, he taught himself English, and visited synagogues, conversing with the people in Hebrew, German or Dutch.  He felt called to the Jews of London’s East End, and eventually the LMS agreed that he should prepare by studying theology for three more years, during which he taught Hebrew to his fellow students.

In 1805 Joseph moved to London, started a prayer meeting with other Jewish believers, preached in various churches and began a weekly lecture for Jews in a chapel.  This was well attended, but mostly by Christians, as the Jewish community tried to prevent their own from going.  However, by September 1806, there were six converts, including Hannah Cohen, who later became Joseph’s wife.

Jewish converts, considered traitors by their community and viewed with suspicion by Gentiles, sought help in practical matters, often lacking the skills to find employment.  Joseph understood their predicament, having experienced similar problems in Germany.  He was also concerned that many poor Jewish children received no education, and were begging on the streets and becoming involved in petty crime.  So in 1807 Joseph was instrumental in opening the first Christian school for Jewish children.

The LMS allowed Joseph to be supported by an external committee, which met to consider the establishment of a boarding school for Jews, training for industry, a means of employment and a place of worship.  However, the LMS rejected most of these proposals, but agreed to lease a chapel for Jews, where Joseph preached, held weekly lectures and prayer meetings, and taught Sunday school.  Although he was not ordained to administer Sacraments, the mainly Gentile congregation called for him to be their pastor.

Instead, in 1809 Joseph and others formed The London Society for the Promotion of Christianity amongst the Jews (now CMJ) and he left the London Missionary Society.  Shortly after, whilst remaining on the committee of the London Jews Society (as it was known), he resigned as President to engage in his vision of Jewish mission that included Christian education, training and employment, and became the pattern for future ministry.  

In 1813 forty-one Hebrew Christians met in the Jews’ Chapel to form the association of the Benei Abraham, with Joseph as Chairman, but by 1814 the London Jews Society, or LJS, had been taken over by Anglicans, and the congregation were moved to another chapel, where Joseph was unable to continue his ministry unless ordained in the Church of England.  The Bishop of London was unsupportive, and although Joseph continued to work on behalf of the LJS, he and his family were moved out of London.  Part of his salary was withheld as repayment for printing his Hebrew translation of the Bible, and then an allegation of ‘gross improprieties’
 in his conduct was made. 

Following his enforced ‘retirement’, the LJS offered to pay his expenses back to Germany, but in 1816 Joseph and his family left for New York, where he was able to preach in churches throughout the city.  He established a small fellowship that rapidly outgrew its location and was asked to be their minister, so in 1818 he was ordained into the Presbyterian Church of the United States.  The following year, Joseph and others inaugurated the American Society for Meliorating the Condition of the Jews, and in 1822 he resigned as a church minister to work fulltime for the society, where he was elected a Director for Life; but three years later, an ambitious settlement project for Hebrew Christians failed and the society went into temporary suspension.  After failing to establish a Presbyterian church in Yorkville, Joseph approached the Baptists, and was baptised by immersion in 1827.  He was a Baptist pastor for five years, before resigning to spend three years lecturing throughout the USA. 

Seeing that Jewish Americans were widely scattered, Joseph sort to reach them in both Europe and the States through his book: ‘Joseph and Benjamin’, and the American Society sent him to Britain to raise funds.  So after twenty years, Joseph, Hannah and their fifth child returned to England in 1837.  With the positive endorsement of Sir Thomas Baring, President of the LJS, Joseph was able to visit many churches in Britain and Germany and publish his book.  Unfortunately there was a shortfall in funding, and, even with Sir Thomas’s help, Joseph had to sell his library in New York to pay for his return to the States.  There he found he was in even greater debt, which led to his disassociation from the American Society, and eventually, after a small mission to Jewish people in New York failed, he became minister of Bethel Baptist Church, Long Island.

When aged seventy, Joseph resigned his pastorate to tour the USA for three more years, exhorting churches to support Jewish mission.  Finally, in 1844, the American Baptist Society for Evangelizing the Jews was founded, with Joseph as Secretary and Missionary.  The following year he made a lengthy fundraising tour, but subsequent ones were less successful, and the society folded in 1847.  So Joseph’s working life ended, as it had begun in Germany, teaching Hebrew in Pontiac, Michigan, where he died on 5th June 1850.
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