Twenty-sixth North American LCJE Meeting

Phoenix, 2-4 March 2009

Jewish Evangelism Against All Odds:
“Nothing is Going to Get Done Easily”
Kai Kjær-Hansen

The theme that gathers us these days is Jewish Evangelism Against All Odds. It is a good theme, not least because there is something ambiguous about it – that is at least how I see it.

First because the theme allows us to emphasize that Jewish evangelism does exist in spite of all obstacles. Thus it gives us an opportunity to tell each other encouraging stories that show that Jewish people, against all odds, are coming to faith in Jesus today. Let us rejoice!

Second because the main theme gives us an opportunity – with a phrase I have borrowed from Moishe Rosen – to reflect on the fact that “nothing is going to be done easily” in Jewish evangelism. If we do not keep that in mind, it can have fatal consequences for Jewish evangelism. Let us be realistic and not be governed by the world’s thoughts about success.

Obstacles to Jewish evangelism
At the Seventh International LCJE Conference in Helsinki in 2003, all five evenings had a slot that was titled ”Jewish Evangelism in my Area – Main Obstacles and my Joy”. Five different LCJE Area Coordinators each outlined what they saw as main obstacles to Jewish evangelism.

The responses were, not surprisingly, different and subjective, among other things because of the coordinators’ different contexts. Here are a few keywords:


Theresa Newell, USA, points to the Culture of the West, its impact on both the American church and the American Jew, including materialism, secularism, the spirit of the Age etc., as the greatest obstacles to Gospel outreach.

Magnus Riska, Israel/Finland, mentions as obstacles the anti-missionaries in Israel and difficulties in getting visa.

Hartmut Renz, Germany, finds that the biggest obstacles to Jewish evangelism in Europe are the ruling of the two-covenant theology and the indifference of too many Christians to the spiritual welfare of the Jewish people. And furthermore: supporters of Jewish evangelism are getting old and fade away. It is a challenge to get Christian Zionists involved in Jewish evangelism.


Arthur Goldberg, Israel, makes no secret of the fact that there are pressures from certain Israeli government offices and private anti-missionary groups, but says nonetheless that the greatest obstacles to evangelism in Israel often come from within. We need to present a unified front and are so absorbed and preoccupied with our own agendas that Jewish evangelism is toned down. The lack of unity concerns questions about Messianic identity, doctrine, worship etc.

Lawrence Hirsch, Australia, reflects, with 2 Corinthians 7:5-7 as his starting-point, on our bodily limitations: not enough energy to accomplish all that needs to be done, opposition in its various forms, both spiritual and physical and our own inability to overcome our fears – for example fear of failure, fear of pain and rejection etc. He does not find that the Jewish community as such poses much of an obstacle as we share the Gospel with Jewish people. But the Jewish media propaganda draws a false picture of messianic Jews and missionaries to Jewish people, which challenges us to find new and creative ways to break down the stereotypical views of Jews who become believers in Jesus.

This is roughly what the five LCJE area coordinators said in Helsinki in 2003. At the same conference Gerald H. Anderson mentioned what he saw as the greatest obstacle:
My thesis is that the greatest challenge to Jewish evangelism today comes not from outside the church, not from Jewish opposition, but from inside the church itself – from a rampant, radical, theological relativism that denies the unique, ultimate, and universal claims of the Gospel. This relativism is eating away at the spiritual fabric of the church like a virus, and unfortunately, it is very contagious. Many of our churches are infected with this disease and the results are apparent in terms of decline in membership, decline in support for world mission, and decline in passion for evangelistic outreach, especially Jewish evangelism.

If I myself were to mention an important obstacle to Jewish evangelism in the present, it would have to be the church’s anti-Semitism in the past. Although I have no share in it, I cannot get round it. I do not mind admitting that when I work with the subject, I am tempted to keep quiet about Jesus towards Jews. I am not unaffected by, for example, the following words by Henry Rasmussen, who had been sent by the Danish Israel Mission to work among Jews in Lwów (Lemberg in Eastern Poland) in 1936. In the Danish Israel Mission’s magazine (March 1940) Henry Rasmussen writes the following thought-provoking words:

The biggest disaster in this world is not really that they [the Jews] do not know Christ but rather that they think they know him, and it is the Christians among whom they live who are to blame for that. They think they know the spirit and thoughts of Christ, for surely that must be what dictates the conduct of the Christians. They think they know the New Testament! Everywhere on the house wall are slogans against Jews: “Bij Zyda” (Slay the Jew), “Zyd twój wróg” (The Jew is your enemy), “Precz z Zydami” (Down with the Jews) and many other things which they believe are quotations from the New Testament! They believe that Jesus is the Jews’ enemy no. 1, the anti-Semites’ anti-Semite. How should they be able to believe otherwise?

I will leave this question for further reflection: “How should they be able to believe otherwise?”

Well, actually I could stop here and give an opportunity for an open and general discussion about obstacles to Jewish evangelism. I am convinced that you who are here could add others. But when I look at the obstacles to Jewish evangelism that have already been mentioned, one thing strikes me and that is that none of them make Jewish evangelism impossible. Let us go on mapping obstacles, react against obstacles, but let us not focus so much on them that we forget what we have been charged with, namely to proclaim the gospel about the crucified and risen Jesus, he who explicitly assured us that there would be obstacles.

“Nothing is going to get done easily”

In a few moments I will give you a couple of examples of how nineteenth-century missionaries and Bible-men in Palestine reacted to obstacles. But first to something completely different, namely our fondness for success, our hankering for success, our temptation to exaggerate our success in Jewish evangelism and inclination to believe that the lack of success must necessarily be due to us.


God give that we always have expectations but unrealistic expectations can crush us. Moishe Rosen has said some wise words about that.

Back in 1989, at Lausanne II in Manila, he said the following:

Back in 1954, the Baptist Church had a slogan, “A million more in ’54.” What happened when we didn’t get the extra million? We quietly forgot the slogan. Today, some are talking about fulfilling the great commission by the year 2000. These people take new Christians and crush them under their false expectations. We know that such slogans shouldn’t be taken seriously; but new believers, who are full of zeal to win the world for Christ, end up defeated because they were set impossible goals. Nothing is going to get done easily.


At the Helsinki meeting in 2003, Moishe Rosen is dealing with something similar in his paper “The Fact of Failure”. Under the heading ”Fooling Ourselves About Achievement” he says:

I read many of the missionary magazines and I hear glowing reports and witnessing encounters that thrill my soul. David Barrett in the World Christian Encyclopedia tells us there are 300,000 Messianic Jews and I want to stand up and cheer. We seem to have great reason to be encouraged.


But when I go about seeking those Jews who have come to faith in Christ; when I look for them I don’t find them and I’m sure the reason I don’t find them is because they are not there. At least not in the huge numbers we are given. I feel like a party pooper or like I am making rain on the Messianic parade. I want them to be there. I want the glowing stories to be true. I need to believe that the cause to which I have devoted my life is worthwhile.


I let myself be fooled for years believing that there were tens of thousands of Russian Jews who came to faith in Y’shua. I have no less rejoicing that it is only a couple of thousands. Nevertheless many who were reported as coming to Christ just didn’t make it and are not even on the way to being saved. Most of the report of Russian Jews being saved were exaggerated and tragically, some were entirely false. Just knowing about the exaggeration and that it is accepted as being true by my colleagues in Jewish mission makes me feel like a failure by belonging to a profession that need these exaggerations. I am ashamed of us.

Moishe Rosen does not say that he is ashamed of the Gospel, he is ashamed of “us” – as a collective entity.


Is it really true that we have to exaggerate in order to get people involved and to keep our support? Is our talk about open doors for Jewish evangelism on the same level? Dare we say with Moishe Rosen: Nothing is going to get done easily. The doors may not be as open as we often say.
Faith comes from hearing the message

The Apostle Paul has taught us that faith comes from hearing the message (Romans 10:17). Consequently the gospel message has to be proclaimed. That is the task we have been entrusted with. Sometimes we misunderstand it and conclude: If only we preach the gospel purely and faithfully, then faith must ensue. This is a fallacy.


Preaching the gospel purely and faithfully is our task, and we are answerable to God for the way we administer that task. Why some people hear the gospel and come to faith while it becomes a stumbling block for others is a secret that only God knows. This is something he has reserved for himself. God in his majesty is not answerable to us for that. How our preaching is received is something that we must leave to God. If we do not do that, we shall be downhearted and we shall run the risk of doctoring the results. Or watering down the gospel in order to get results. Paul’s opponents at Corinth, in the mid-fifties, do not think that Paul is sufficiently successful. They want more progress for the cause they are involved in but this will happen, according to Paul, at the cost of the gospel. For the gospel contains a skandalon, namely the message of the cross (1 Cor 1:18-31), without which it is no good news at all. This message is a stumbling block for Jews as well as non-Jews. The core of the gospel presents – dare I say it? – the biggest obstacle to the reception of the gospel. And we are wrong if we think that the message today is a bigger obstacle for Jews than for non-Jews!

God has put us under an obligation to proclaim the gospel so that faith may be created. But he is not bound by this. Whatever God may do to get through to people is God’s own business. Paul did not come to faith because some preached the gospel message to him. He met Jesus, or rather, Jesus met him in a direct revelation on the Damascus road. Luke has Paul tell the story of his conversion and calling three times in the Acts of the Apostles. But Paul does not think that the way he came to faith is normative for others. He does not say: Wait for a direct revelation or vision. He says: Proclaim the gospel! For faith comes from hearing the message.
God’s word shall not return unto him void . . .
In recent years, when time has allowed it, I have studied the Protestant Bible-men who came to Jerusalem in the period 1818-1831. There was nothing wrong with their expectations. They were great. But the results were very poor. So poor that if we were faced with similar obstacles in our work, it is quite possible that we would have given it up.

They have a keen eye for the flaws of the old churches. In a way they can understand that the Jews are not attracted by these. But now they bring the real thing. But the Jews will not have the real thing either. They are convinced that they have been sent by God, and then God allows one missionary after the other to die. A natural reaction would be to ask their home board not to send another missionary. But they do the opposite! They ask for a replacement. That means that not all theology of replacement is bad!

The renowned Joseph Wolff gives the names of a couple of Jerusalemites who come to faith in 1820s. Whether or not they did so is not quite certain. In 1835 John Nicolayson writes the following about a conversation he has had with some Jews:

[They] amused themselves with recounting how they (the Jews here) had duped Mr. Wolff, by burning all the New Testaments so profusely scattered by him, and some by the worse means of hypocritical professions of desire to inquire into Christianity, and a few by pretending to be actually convinced of its truth. They forget that such conduct will turn against themselves. No doubt they will try to dupe us also, and, at all events, fancy and boast that they have done so.
In 1831 Nicolayson comes to Jerusalem, not in order to distribute Bibles but to close down the Bible Society room. In connection with that he has a conversation with Papas Ysa, a local Arab priest of the Greek Orthodox faith. Papas Ysa had assisted the Protestant missionaries in various ways. Nicolayson’s description of this conversation gives a good impression of how he reacted to the lack of success.

In talking over with Papas Ysa the whole of the proceedings of missionaries here, from the very first up to the present time, in view of the many interruptions of the work by the death of many of the labourers, and of the many disappointments by the opposition and perversity of Jews and others, in excommunicating, burning, and otherwise destroying the Sacred Scriptures offered them, he could not repress the expression that all labour and expenses for these ten years past have been made in vain. We reminded him of the duty on our part of labouring in hope and patience, leaving the time and measure of success with the Lord, who has promised that his Word shall not return unto him void, but shall accomplish that which he pleaseth, and prosper in the thing whereunto he sends it.
Exactly: leaving the time and measure of success with the Lord.

And then my last example. This is from the early 1840s. In spite of many earlier disappointments, it is with enormous expectations Michael Solomon Alexander is sent to Jerusalem as a bishop, a Jewish bishop. He arrives early in 1842, gets less than four years to work in, and dies in November 1845.


Kelvin Crombie writes about this death in his book on Bishop Alexander: “To say that the family, close friends, colleagues, supporters, and even opponents, of Bishop Alexander were stunned, would be an understatement. They were in deep shock.” And then comes what Shaftesbury, who was involved in the London Jews Society, recorded in his diary for 15 December 1845:

Just received, in a letter from Veitch, intelligence of the death of the Bishop of Jerusalem at Cairo. I would rather have heard many fearful things than this sad event; it buries at once half my hopes for the speedy welfare of our Church, our nation, and the children of Israel! What an overthrow to our plans! What a humbling to our foresight! What a trial to our faith! Alas! This bright spot, on which my eyes, amidst all the surrounding darkness, confusion, and terrors of England, have long been reposing, is now apparently bedimmed.


I am quite dismayed, and enter fully into the Scripture expression “amazement.” We were rejoicing in his expected arrival in England to aid efforts, and advantage the cause; he is cut down as suddenly as a flower by the scythe!


But what is our condition? Have we run counter to the will of God? Have we conceived a merely human project, and then imagined it to be a decree of the Almighty, when we erected a bishopric in Jerusalem, and appointed a Hebrew to exercise the functions? Have we vainly and presumptuously attempted to define “the times and seasons which the Father hath put in His own power?” God, who knows our hearts, alone can tell. It seems to us we acted in faith for the honour of His name, and in the love of His ancient people; but now it would appear that the thing was amiss, and not according to the God’s wisdom and pleasure.


And yet. Short-sighted, feeble creatures as we are, all this may be merely a means to speedier and ampler glory!
It is right now and again to pause and ask questions. “Have we run counter to the will of God?” But it is even better to continue to make plans. For those are the conditions God has given us “feeble creatures” to work under. Even though Shaftesbury did not get an answer to why things had developed in this way, the London Jews Society did not stop their work.


And besides: Being “feeble” does not disqualify anyone from being involved in Jewish evangelism. Anyway, we are in good company. Paul’s opponents at Corinth wanted to get rid of him because they thought he was too weak. Paul retorts that he does not deny that he is weak but it is exactly through weakness that God’s power is displayed.

Two years ago our LCJE meeting was held in San Antonio. I am sure there were many good papers. I wonder if you can remember the content of them. I cannot. But one thing I do remember. David Brickner told that Jews for Jesus were on the point of launching an evangelistic outreach in Israel. In that connection he mentioned that he had received an email from one of their leading staff members in Israel, who prior to the campaign had written, very honestly: “I am scared!”


Neither that disqualifies anyone from being part of Jewish evangelism. For when you are “scared”, you need God’s help and blessing.
If my joy relies on success . . .
A small group of Jesus-believing Jews gather in Immanuel Church in Jaffo. On the wall behind the altar the well-known verse John 3:16 can be read in Hebrew: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”


At the risk of simplifying matters, I venture to say: This is what Jewish evangelism first and last is all about. To make this heard is our responsibility. For faith comes from hearing. Whether it results in faith or rejection is not our responsibility. What a relief when you are involved in Jewish evangelism.


Magnus Riska, whom I quoted to begin with, has served at Immanuel Church in Jaffo. He says that when the church was inaugurated in 1904, the sermon was over the words from Matthew 11:28-29: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest . . .”


At the LCJE conference in Helsinki in 2003 Magnus Riska said with reference to this:

Now, I believe that these words by Jesus need to be the foundation of my joy in many things that I do, also in evangelism. I am not saying that we should not rejoice when the Lord opens hearts of people to the Gospel and as He gives us success in evangelism. But, if my joy relies on success, it would turn my life into a roller coaster. By the way, my life is often like a roller coaster – but then it would be like that even more.
May the Lord, when he comes, find us to be faithful servants.

PAGE  
5

