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1. Introduction

I would like to thank Paul Morris for the paper that he presented “Creeds And Theology: Expressing The Jewish Context - Benefits And Dangers” that I now have an opportunity to respond to. I would also like thank Paul for his tireless work amongst my Jewish people for the past 32 years since joining the staff of Christian Witness to Israel. For the past 10 years Paul and has been working here in Australia and he will soon return to the UK together with his wife Judy. Paul, thank you for all you have done to further the cause of Jewish evangelism here in Australia. 

2. Response to “Creeds And Theology: Expressing The Jewish Context - Benefits And Dangers”

a. A Call for Doctrinal Purity

As a Christian from the Reform Tradition it is no surprise to me that Paul Morris would chose to write a paper on “Creeds and Theology.” I believe that he has done a good survey of different creeds, and he is to be commended for making some very useful comments on how creeds pertain to the Jewish people and evangelism. 

I personally support Paul’s call for the messianic movement to remain true to Biblical truth as it is expressed in the whole Bible, both Old and New Testaments. I believe that creeds can play an important role in educating, reminding, upholding, and proclaiming these important truths. 

I also agree that it is of paramount importance that leaders of messianic missions and congregations do more to clarify and express our faith in a way that is consistent with Biblical revelation. I applaud the efforts of people like Mitch Glaser, David Sedaca and others whose vision it was to convene the Borough Park symposiums bringing messianic Jewish leaders together in theological discussion and debate. 

I also applaud messianic Jewish people like Richard Harvey who is the Academic Dean at All Nations College in the UK, who Morris refers to in his paper, who has done great work mapping theologies of various messianic leaders in his latest book “Mapping Messianic Jewish Theology (MJT) - A Constructive Approach

b. Contextualisation and Syncretism

It is of absolute importance for us to hold on to the foundational truths of our Biblical faith and not compromise these truths for the sake of communicating the Gospel in a culturally relevant way, whether to Jews or any other culture for that matter. Dr Ashley Crane correctly says that “we need to be very careful to word our doctrinal statements; we may be so worried about offending people, that we land up offending God.” 

However, the matter of contextualisation of the Gospel and syncretism is not a simple matter and requires much patient discussion. We should avoid making hasty conclusions as undoubtedly our critique itself is culturally influenced as we tend to see things from our own cultural perspective. It is all too easy to be blind to the syncretistic tendencies of your own cultural expression of faith while critiquing others cultures. 

I thought that the writer’s definition of syncretism was a little outdated and possibly too narrow. I prefer the way Scott Moreau deals with the issue of syncretism in the Evangelical Dictionary of World Missions. Moreau writes: “Throughout the centuries since the New Testament era, the church has constantly wrestled over the issues of culture in relationship to Christian commitment” (Evangelical Dictionary of World Missions, 924). 

He then goes on to define syncretism as: “The blending of one idea, practice, or attitude with another: Traditionally among Christians it has been used of the replacement or dilution of the essential truths of the gospel through the incorporation of non-Christian elements” (924). 

Moreau also makes three observations about syncretism. He says: 

1. All churches are culture based, therefore, every church is syncretistic;

2. People who try define syncretism are usually those who are in power. Consequently they label any practice that threatens the established order as syncretistic; and

3. All churches are in some ways syncretistic because no church is free of the accretions of culture. 

From an anthropological viewpoint, all cultures assimilate and incorporate various forms (language, rituals, symbols, signs) from other cultures. Since the church is an institution within a particular culture, it will undoubtedly reflect various aspects of its host culture. Consequently, it is impossible to have an expression of Christianity without some measure of cultural syncretism. 

The real theological issue is whether any of these syncretistic practices/beliefs are clearly denounced in the Bible or are in some way in conflict with Bible truth. If so, then of course these practices need to be addressed and filtered out through the grid of the Gospel. This is difficult in the case of Jewish culture because it is the host culture of the Bible. 

I also disagree with what I perceive to be the writer’s paradigm for viewing the relationship between Judaism and Christianity. He seems to hold to an antithetical relationship between Judaism and Christianity where Judaism is completely wrong and Christianity is completely right. With this paradigm any crossover from Judaism to Christianity is seen as syncretism. 

Yet, if you follow this paradigm then Paul and perhaps even Jesus could be accused of syncretism.  

For example, in Acts 21 Paul partakes in a practice of his day that had both a Biblical foundation and  contemporary application by shaving his head and taking certain vows to show his Torah observant lifestyle. James and the messianic Jewish leaders of the church in Jerusalem said to Paul: "Take these men, join in their purification rites and pay their expenses, so that they can have their heads shaved. Then everybody will know there is no truth in these reports about you, but that you yourself are living in obedience to the law." (Acts 21:24, NIV) And then it says “The next day Paul took the men and purified himself along with them. Then he went to the temple to give notice of the date when the days of purification would end and the offering would be made for each of them." (Acts 21:26, NIV) 

Even Jesus kept Jewish practices that are not defined in the Torah. For example we read in Luke 4 that Jesus “He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. And he stood up to read." (Luke 4:16, NIV). It was Yeshua’s custom to go to synagogue every Shabbat even though attending synagogue is not commanded in Scripture. Was Jesus being syncretistic because he followed a custom that was not defined in the Hebrew Scriptures? Of course not!

I do not think that this contrastive paradigm that always sets Christianity in opposition to Judaism is a very helpful model for Jewish evangelism. Rather, I believe it is much more biblical as well being more effective when we communicate the continuity between Judaism and Christianity and thus provide redemptive bridges over which Jewish people can walk into a full revelation of who Jesus is. 

Yes, there are times when certain practices and beliefs are clearly in opposition to New Covenant truth. When this occurs (and there are occasions when they do occur within the various expressions of messianic Jewish faith and practice), these practices/beliefs have to be filtered through the grid of the Gospel and be removed. However, there are many times when the Bible or the Gospel says nothing about a certain Jewish practice/belief. Is it therefore syncretistic to do it? I would say absolutely not. It is in the gray area of freedom of choice as long as it doesn’t contradict a clear biblical doctrine or principle.

On this point of syncretism I would also like to make a comment on the writer’s critique of Richard Harvey’s book mentioned in my introduction. I disagree that Harvey was expressing “syncretistic tendencies” simply because he used a Jewish framework (God, Torah, Israel) to map his theology rather than traditional Christian categories (God, Salvation, Man etc). Richard Harvey responded by email saying “I think that Morris may be confusing the structure of a creed with its content. If it is syncretistic to even begin to think with different categories and structures, then it is a sad day for contextual theology and this may show a lack of willingness to think theologically.”

Morris does concede that; “… if we are serious about contextualising the Gospel we will always run the risk of syncretism” (p.3). Since within Jewish missions and messianic Jewish congregations we are serious about contextualising the Gospel then we will always need to have our discernment radar turned on to alert us when practices are being embraced that are an affront to the Gospel. However, I think that we should not be hitting the alarm button every time a Jewish believer embraces a Jewish lifestyle simply because he/she believes God has called them to do so.  

At the LCJE International conference in Hungary several years ago, Vladimir Pikman, an orthopractic messianic Jew, presented a paper wherein he made a statement to the affect that Christians who tell Jewish believers in Jesus how Jewish they ought are implicitly anti-Semitic. 

It is like me going up to a Scottish person and telling them that they are too Scottish... or a Chinese brother that they are too Chinese. Rather we should allow that discussion to be conducted within their own culture, with those outside of that culture acting as facilitators and exhorters. 

I believe that that the writer of this paper does have the highest good of the Jewish people in mind and I do appreciate the fact that he has exhorted the messianic movement to doctrinal purity and greater clarity. 

However, I would encourage the writer to be more in dialogue with messianic Jewish believers and in his research include more personal interaction with mainstream messianic Jewish congregations and leaders. As a young movement in its modern manifestation there is a great need for theological and ministry training. There are many well-intended but misinformed brethren and leaders in messianic congregations who are not good representatives of the whole. 

But of course, the same can be said of many leaders and parishioners in traditional/mainline churches. And we all know that many syncretistic and pagan practices are accepted as Christian observances in mainline and evangelical dominations. However, we know what a mistake it would be to throw the baby out with the bathwater.

c. The Use of Creeds

As mentioned earlier, I believe that creeds can play an important role in articulating Biblical truths. I also like the writer’s suggestion that “LCJE people, and others, to work through their church channels to get statements added to their creed which draw attention to the Jewish context of the faith. Expressing the Jewish context in such creeds would be a great benefit for churches, Jewish missions and the relations between churches and the wider Jewish community.” Good idea!

However, we must also recognise that creeds do also have their limitations since most of them were written at a particular time for a particular reason. In this way they are similar to Paul’s letters which are sometimes referred to as “occasional letters” as they were written for a specific group at a specific time for a specific reason. As “occasional letters” they do not contain all of Paul’s theology and the same could be said of some of the Creeds. 

Not only that, creeds can also be misused by the Church to control people and to threaten who is in and who is out. Even though there may be statements of beliefs in Paul’s writings (cf. 1 Tim 3:16 and others) the formulation of creedal statements reflects a more Hellenistic mindset rather than a Hebraic one. 

On p10 of his paper, Morris says: “It is uncomfortable to say this in our context but we need to recognise that, in Paul's letters, the source of these errors were most frequently from among his own; professing Jewish believers in Jesus.” This, I believe, is an overstatement that doesn’t take into consideration modern scholarship’s identification that Paul’s primary opposition is to proto-Gnosticism and local pagan practices. Paul opposed both Jewish and non-Jewish practices and beliefs that were against Torah and against the teachings of Yeshua. 

d. Anti Jewish Attitude in Early Church

Sadly, it is also true that the Early Church continued to foster an anti-Semitic attitude that was prevalent in the pervading Roman culture of the time and they allowed this attitude to infiltrate the church. By the PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=War against Jerusalem"third and forth centuries the Early Church Fathers took an arrogant and conceited stance against the Jewish people, inciting hatred and even violence against the Jewish people.
 

During this time, the Church used creeds not only to articulate orthodox Christian faith but to also isolate and persecute Jewish believers in Jesus and Jewish people in general. This process of separation of Christianity from its Jewish host was fuelled by supersessionist theologies (Replacement Theology), which is still prevalent in some mainline denominations today. 

In 325 AD Emperor Constantine sponsored the Council of Nicaea in order to stamp out heresies in the Church and to establish true orthodox Christian faith and practice. This was important for the early church and God used this process to articulate the fundamental theological truths of the Christian faith like the Trinity and the Deity of Yeshua. 

However, the theologians at the Council of Nicaea had another agenda as well. They wanted to separate Christianity from Judaism effectively stripping the faith from its Jewish roots.  One example is that it separated the celebration of Easter from the Jewish Passover, stating, “For it is unbecoming beyond measure that on this holiest of festivals we should follow the customs of the Jews. Henceforth let us have nothing in common with this odious people...” 

From the 4th century onwards, a Jewish person considering faith in Jesus was forced to renounce their Jewish culture and heritage in order to receive faith in Jesus. Consider this profession of faith forced upon a Jewish person upon “conversion:”

I renounce all customs, rites, legalisms, unleavened breads and sacrifices of lambs of the Hebrews, and all the other feasts of the Hebrews, sacrifices, prayers, aspersions, purifications, sanctifications and propitiations, and fasts, and new moons, and Sabbaths, and superstitions, and hymns and chants and observances and synagogues, and the food and drink of the Hebrews; in one word, I renounce absolutely everything Jewish, every law, rite and custom . . . and if afterwards I shall wish to deny and return to Jewish superstition, or shall be found eating with Jews, or feasting with them, or secretly conversing and condemning the Christian religion instead of openly confuting them and condemning their vain faith, then let the trembling of Cain and leprosy of Gehazi cleave to me, as well as the legal punishments to which I acknowledge myself liable.  And I may be anathema in the world to come, and may my soul be set down with Satan and the devils. 

Jewish people who become followers of Jesus were forced to forfeit their Jewish heritage and links to their own people. They were treated by the Church as second-class citizens and stripped of their Jewish identity. Not only that, they were outcast by their own Jewish community for being believers in Jesus. 

Under these circumstances a Jewish testimony for Messiah Yeshua diminished and almost faded away. Even so there has always been a remnant of Jewish people who have believed in Yeshua as Messiah throughout the past two thousand years, however, most of them simply assimilated into the wider Christian and Gentile culture losing their effective witness amongst their own people. 

3. The Role of Messianic Congregations 

a. The Modern Emergence of Messianic Congregations

It is within this context that we have seen the modern revival amongst Jewish that is broadly known as the “messianic movement.” 

I believe that the modern day revival amongst Jewish people is one of the most compelling stories in the recent history of world missions. From a total of just a half-dozen Messianic congregations almost forty years ago, there are now over four hundred around the world, with over a hundred in Israel alone (25 years ago there were probably just a handful of congregations in Israel). 

As a young modern movement we have many challenges both theologically and missiologically but it is a dynamic and thrilling movement of Jews coming back to faith in the Messiah of Israel – Yeshua. 

The rest of my paper will be given over to giving a rationale for existence of messianic congregations and the imperative that Jewish people who come to faith in Messiah should continue to identify themselves as Jews and have a means of expressing that faith in community hence the need for messianic congregations. 

I define a messianic Jew as Jewish person who has come to faith in Messiah and who continues to express their ongoing Jewish identity. Messianic Jews are thus Jewish followers of Messiah who are inexplicably linked with both the worldwide Body of Messiah as well as the worldwide community of Jewish people. 

Messianic Jewish Congregations can thus simply be defined as faith communities that provide the spiritual and cultural environment for Jewish believers and their families to grow in their relationship with God through faith in Yeshua the Messiah. 

Of course, there is a wide spectrum of messianic congregations with various levels of Jewish observances and practices from orthopractic messianic congregations (those that adhere to Jewish traditional practices as a lifestyle) to Baptist or Pentecostal style churches with yarmulkes on. 

However, messianic congregations should be biblically based congregations, while at the same time, maintaining various aspects of Jewish traditions. In most cases, their orthodoxy is founded in the New Covenant, and their orthopraxis is rooted in the Jewish milieu from where they came.

In Israel today and around the world today, there are congregations of every stripe—Hebrew-speaking, Amharic-speaking, Russian-speaking and also French- and Spanish-speaking.

It is helpful to briefly articulate a couple of missiological principles that has much bearing on our discussion of contextualisation and syncretism.   

b. The Principle of Cultural Embrace - 1 Cor. 7:18

The first principle is what Sparks in his paper “Modern Messianic Identity and Practice” calls cultural embrace. Sparks says that “everyone who comes to Jesus should be willing to leave all for the Gospel, including culture and custom, if necessary.”

However, the issue is why create a cultural stumbling block in the way of someone coming to faith in Messiah that is not demanded by the Gospel itself. In the first Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 the Messianic Jewish leadership decided not to place any stumbling block in the way of Gentiles coming to faith in Yeshua the Jewish Messiah. In the same way today, the predominantly Gentile Church, should not discourage Jewish people from receiving Jesus by placing unnecessary cultural stumbling blocks in their path. The ruling of the Jerusalem Council remains in effect, i.e. culture must not hinder the Gospel. 

Sparks argues that obviously a first century Jewish person did not have to reject Jewish religious practice in order to receive Jesus as Messiah. That would be ridiculous to consider. In the same way a twenty-first century Jewish person should not have to reject his or her Jewish culture in order to follow Jesus. After all, was not Jesus the Jewish Messiah? What kind of Jewish Messiah would want to make Gentiles out of Jews?

Rather, the New Testament provides a model for handling cultural diversity and inherent principles can be applied. For instance the Apostle Paul says: "Was a man already circumcised [a Jew] when he was called? He should not become uncircumcised [a Gentile]. Was a man uncircumcised [a Gentile] when he was called? He should not be circumcised [a Jew]." (1 Corinthians 7:18, NIV). Rather Paul teaches that “Each one should remain in the situation which he was in when God called him." (1 Corinthians 7:20, NIV). 

Paul fought hard throughout his ministry maintaining that Gentiles did not have to become Jews in order to follow Yeshua. So too he maintained that a Jew should not become a Gentile. This is the principle of cultural embrace. 

c. The Principle of Empathy - 1 Cor. 9:19-23

The Apostle Paul also taught another principle, the Principle of Empathy. Empathy can be described as “the intellectual identification with or vicarious experiencing of the feelings, thoughts, or attitudes of another.” 

"Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings." (1 Corinthians 9:19-23, NIV) 

Some people, including Jewish people today, criticise Paul saying that he is a hypocrite, pretending to be someone he is not in order to win them to Messiah. However, we must remember that Paul never stopped being Jewish. 
 In Romans 11:1 he says that he continues to be Jewish, a descendant of Abraham from the Tribe of Benjamin. His Jewishness was not something that he put on or took off to suit his circumstances. Paul never played any charade. Rather, he put himself in their position. He vicariously entered into the feelings, thoughts and attitudes of the people he was endeavouring to engage for the sake of the Gospel. 
He also made a point of doing nothing that would offend them. He worked hard to establish common ground with those he was trying to reach. Understanding their culture and religious practises. It was this platform that gave him the right to communicate the Gospel in a way that was culturally relevant. 

And so to his own Jewish people, he entered into their world, expressing messianic faith in ways his people could understand, eliminating unnecessary cultural barriers to faith in Messiah. 

This, I would suggest, is a foundational principle for the rationale for Messianic Congregations. 

4. Rationale for Messianic Jewish Congregations

a. Community of God’s People - Messianic Congregations as an expression of the Body of Messiah

These early Jewish believers saw themselves as continuing traditional Jewish forms of worship and community.  Andrew Sparks points out that this is demonstrated, for example, in the letter of James to the 12 Tribes of Israel in the Diaspora. James, an elder in the Jerusalem Church and Yeshua’s brother used the word synagogue (Gk sunagoge) and the word “church” (GK ecclesia) interchangeably in two instances - James 1:1-2 and James 5:14. 
  In both instances he was referring to the messianic community of believers thus showing the continuity between the synagogue and the assembly of believers in the mind of the Apostle. 

In his paper Morris seems to view messianic congregations as being a separate entity to the church and he warns messianic congregation from becoming Christian sects. Yet, most Messianic Alliances and congregations and that I know clearly do not see themselves as anything other than part of the worldwide body of Messiah (the Church). Messianic Congregations are local Jewish expressions of the worldwide Body of Messiah that seeks to worship Messiah Yeshua in a way that is culturally consistent with their ongoing Jewish identity (Jewish church if you like). 

Sure there is a danger that some congregations would become sectarian, but this danger is not unique to messianic congregations but is evident in many different forms across all denominations.

In fact, I would content that a messianic congregation is a very good example of early New Testament congregations where there is often a mixture of Jews and Gentiles in their membership. This in itself is a wonderful expression of the Body of Messiah and a powerful testimony of the power of the Gospel to break down the wall of partition between Jew and Gentile (cf. Eph 2:11-22).

Messianic congregations are faith communities that stress the Jewish context of the Gospel of Yeshua the Messiah. By utilizing features of the synagogue that are consistent with New Testament teaching, Messianic congregations provide a familiar environment for Jewish seekers. Messianic congregations often employ Jewish forms of worship, use Hebrew in their liturgy and stress the connection of Messiah to the Hebrew Scriptures. 

b. Preserving the Fruit of Evangelism – Messianic Congregations as Mission

The Great Commission is “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit," (Matthew 28:19, NIV). To be sure, the Great Commission is to “make disciples” not to “make believers.” All too often we have only succeeded in making a person a believer but not a follower of Yeshua. The fruit of evangelism must be preserved by ongoing discipleship in a way that reflects the mission of Yeshua. 

After 20 years of experience in Jewish missions I firmly believe that it is hard if not impossible to make disciples outside of the community of believers. And secondly I also firmly believe that discipleship of a Jewish believer in Yeshua is a messianic congregation is best done in the framework of a Messianic Congregation. A Messianic congregation provides the context and the community for Jewish believers to express their Jewish identity, bring up their children as Messianic Jews, be discipled in their walk with the Lord while being able to be a continued witness to their Jewish family and friends. 

This aspect of witness from within the context of an ongoing Jewish expression of faith is vital in demonstrating to other Jewish people that believing in Yeshua and being Jewish are not mutually exclusive terms. As in the times of the New Testament individual Jewish identity best operates within the context of communal Jewish identity. Again, it may not be impossible, but it is very difficult for a Jewish person to maintain their Jewishness in a vacuum. They need a community around them to affirm their identity, provide a context for Jewish expression of worship, festivals, affirming of culture and values and a place to raise the next generation as Jewish believers in Messiah. 

History has shown that without this positive affirmation of Jewish identity assimilation into the wider Gentile culture is inevitable, possibly not for the first generation of believers, but certainly for the second and third generations. It is my strong contention that this should be avoided and is a poor testimony for the Jewish Messiah Yeshua. 

Messianic Rabbi Ben Alpert asserts: “You can tell Jewish people that one can believe the Gospel and remain Jewish, but it makes a much more powerful statement to show that this is true. The Jewish character of the congregation’s setting and fellowship make a world of difference. That is why presenting the Gospel in a culturally sensitive manner will help Jewish people to be more receptive to the message of Messiah.”

In the messianic congregation that I pastor, we do a lot of outreach during holidays such as Passover, Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur and Sukkot. These biblical holidays provide amazing opportunities to present the Gospel as they are all wonderfully fulfilled through Yeshua the Messiah. We have also found that one of the greatest testimonies is when a young messianic Jewish girl or boy has their Bat or Bar Mitzvah (a rite of passage ceremony) and they testify before the family and friends of their love for God and their faith in Yeshua. 

c. Sustaining Jewish Identity – Messianic Congregations as Community

Morris points out that Jewish believers in Yeshua have experienced much excommunication and isolation from their very own Jewish families and communities. Jewish believers may also have experienced ant-Semitism in the wider community or even the Church. 

Messianic congregations are uniquely placed to empathise with the issues of rejection from family and friend and provide a caring community to nurture and encourage the Jewish believer. 

As a way of illustration, this is a testimony of a Holocaust survivor who has come to faith in Yeshua as the Messiah. Her name is Netty Tepe:

I was born in Amsterdam into a loving Jewish family. When Hitler’s armies marched into the Netherlands our lives changed forever. We were secretly moved from one house to the next until, on May31 1944,my parents were taken by the Nazis into concentration camps. My mother later died in Auschwitz but somehow my father managed to escape from the “Eisenbahnkommando” concentration camp near Landshut in Germany…

…It was later, when I had migrated to Australia and was married to my loving husband Peter that I finally came to fully understand that Jesus was God’s Son, who had left the glory of Heaven to come and save me a sinner. It is such a joy to know the Lord. When I finally told my pastor that I was Jewish, he said to me “don’t worry, you have now been changed, you are no longer Jewish but a Christian.”I was stunned, hurt and confused. How can one forget their heritage, my mum, my grandparents, my uncles and my extended family —many who died in the Holocaust? From that time on, I kept my Jewishness a secret from everyone, including my children. Only my husband knew I was Jewish.

Many years passed until one day, about 10 years ago, my eldest daughter Margaret, asked me to come with her to a messianic congregation that she had been attending that was run by Celebrate Messiah. I went with her to Beit HaMashiach and was so amazed to meet Jewish people who believed in Jesus. They were so happy and they loved the Lord. And the most amazing thing was that they were proud to be Jewish. Finally, I had come home!

I now continue to worship at Beit HaMashiach Messianic Congregation. I feel that it is a safe place for me where I can worship the Lord freely as a Jew who believes in Messiah. I feel at home and don’t have to leave my Jewish identity at the door, as I did for so many years in other churches. It has also opened my eyes to God’s Word anew, learning about God’s covenants and blessings through the Feasts and getting to know Yeshua even better. I also have more confidence in sharing about God with my own Jewish people. If only the Jewish people would accept the love of God through His Son Yeshua HaMashiach! What a day that would be.

d. Enduring Witness to the Jewish People – Messianic Congregations as an expression of Biblical Faith

As messianic Jews we believe that Yeshua is the long awaited Messiah of Israel, the one of whom Moses and the Prophets speak about. We proclaim that he is the one who has made the way of salvation for Jew and Gentile through this atoning death on the cross. Our testimony to our Jewish people is that you can believe in Yeshua and continue to be Jewish because he is God’s Anointed One. 

As a Jewish believer in Yeshua it is impossible to demonstrate this truth while living a lifestyle of a non-Jew and without any clear references in your life to Jewish culture and practice. Of course, it is possible to have a personal Jewish identity outside of a messianic congregation, but again I emphasise, that is much more difficult to do outside of a messianic Jewish community. 

A messianic congregation is thus an enduring witness to the Jewish people that one can be Jewish and follow Yeshua and that our faith is consistent with Biblical Judaism. I personally steer away from the term Messianic Judaism for the reasons that Morris outlines in his paper and prefer to use the term “Biblical Judaism” when referring to true Biblical faith. 

e. The Abiding Identity of Israel – Messianic Congregation as “The Israel of God.” 

Another issue that related to the importance of a continuing Jewish identity that is probably best nurtured in a messianic congregation is the fact that God has called the Jewish people as a distinct people with a distinct calling. 

I do not agree with Morris’ assertion that this creates “two-fold ecclesia” (p14). We need to remember that Jewish people have a prior covenant with God through Abraham that has continuing validity today. Believing that Jewish believers are both part of the nation of Israel and part of the Body of Messiah does not create a “two-fold ecclesia” but recognises God purposes in election. Rabbi Sha’ul, the Apostle Paul says about Israel as well as the believing remnant, “for God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable." (Romans 11:29, NIV) 

Also, in Romans 11:12, 15 Paul also stresses that Israel’s salvation (full return to faith in Messiah) will result in great blessing and “greater riches” for the rest of the world even “life from the dead.” 

The reason that Israel will be a blessing to the whole world is clearly linked to the Abrahamic Covenant (Gen 12:1-3) where God promised Abraham that his seed will be a blessing to all the nations of the world. Paul argues that if we (Israel) blessed the world through our disobedience (rejection of Yeshua as Messiah inasmuch the Gospel was taken to the Gentiles) how much more will we (Israel) bless the world through our obedience (receiving Yeshua as Messiah).  

This being the case, it is imperative for there to be a distinct nation of Israel to be a blessing the world. This touches on the importance of maintaining a Jewish identity and it part of a Jewish person’s responsibility. 

Today, there is a remnant of Jewish people who are believers in Yeshua as Messiah. This remnant is a growing remnant as more Jewish people come to faith in Messiah (cf. Rom. 11:1-6). This remnant is also called “The Israel of God” in Galations 6:16. It is a mistake to think of the “Israel of God” as being a reference to the Church. 

Rather, within the Church there are Jews and Gentiles who have been made one in Messiah where there are neither status differences nor spiritual elitism but we have different aspects to our calling in fulfilment of God’s plans and purposes. 

Again, the role of a messianic congregation is as a testimony of this faithful remnant of Jews who are followers of Messiah. 

5. Conclusion

Jewish evangelism and messianic ministries are thwart with all kinds of challenges both theological and praxis. I appreciate the work done by Paul Morris in his paper “Creeds And Theology: Expressing The Jewish Context - Benefits And Dangers” that has highlighted some of the challenges facing Jewish ministry and as well as suggesting how creeds could further our aims and help keep us founded on Biblical truth. 

For messianic Jews maintaining a Jewish identity is part of our calling and the way we express our faith must be first be consistent with the revealed truth of God in the Scriptures as well as reflect our ongoing Jewish identity both personally and communally. However, as Messianic Jews we are in a unique position of being part of both the nation of Israel and the Body of Messiah. 

We need to avoid compromising the truths of the Gospel for the sake of making our message more palatable by Jewish people. If we do this, we will not only loose our messianic distinctive, but we will also land up offending God. 

Together, as Jews and Gentiles involved in Jewish ministry, we are part of that wonderful endeavour to bring Jewish people back into relationship with the God of Israel through faith in Israel’s one and only true Messiah – Yeshua HaMashiach. I believe that messianic congregational ministry is not the only way of bringing Jewish people to faith in Messiah but I do believe it is the most effective way of communicating this Gospel truth. 

As we bring the Gospel to Jewish people in a culturally sensitive way expressing Biblical revelation in its fullness, the Word of God promises:        "And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural branches, be grafted into their own olive tree!" (Romans 11:23-24, NIV)
� Justin Martyr accused the Jews of inciting Romans to kill Christians after having murdered God (Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1, chap. 16:5, pp. 202, 203). Jerome (A.D. 340-419), originator of the Latin Vulgate, although taught by a scholarly Jewish rabbi, followed the pattern set by Augustine: "God hates the Jews, and I hate the Jews" (Philip Schaff History of the Christian Church, Vol.  Ill, pp. 970, 97 1). Chrysostom, Patriarch of Constantinople (344-407), said, "Jews are the most worthless of men-they are lecherous, greedy, rapacious ... they worship the devil.  It is incumbent on all Christians to hate Jews" (Homily 1:3-6; 4:1). Of Cyril, Patriarch of Alexandria, it is written ' "In the year 415 he fell upon the synagogues of the very numerous Jews with armed force.... he put some to death and drove out the rest, and exposed their property to the excited multitude" (Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, Vol.  Ill, pp. 942, 943).


� Profession of Faith, from the Church of Constantinople: From Assemani, Cod. Lit., I, p.105 (18th Century). As early as the 6th and 7th Centuries anti-Jewish laws were passed by Visigoths, Recceswinth and Erwig, at the 12th Council of Toledo mid 7th Century. 


� David Sedaca in his paper “Outreach through Messianic Jewish Congregations.


� Andrew Sparks - “Modern Messianic Identity and Practice,”


� Stern, D. H. (1992; Published in electronic form by Logos Research Systems, 1996). Jewish New Testament Commentary : A companion volume to the Jewish New Testament (electronic edition.). Logos Library Systems (1 Co 9:21). Clarksville, MD: Jewish New Testament Publications.


� “My brothers, practice the faith of our Lord Yeshua, the glorious Messiah, without showing favoritism. Suppose a man comes into your synagogue (sunagoge) wearing gold rings and fancy clothes, and also a poor man comes in dressed in rags." (James 2:1-2, JNT). "Is someone among you ill? He should call for the elders of the congregation (ecclesia). They will pray for him and rub olive oil on him in the name of the Lord." (James 5:14, JNT) 


� Chosen People Ministries Newsletter, Vol XIV, Issue 5, June 2008.


� While some believe that “Israel of God” is the church, the evidence does not support such a conclusion. First, the repetition of the preposition (“upon” or “to”) indicates two groups are in view. Second, all the 65 other occurrences of the term “Israel” in the New Testament refer to Jews. It would thus be strange for Paul to use “Israel” here to mean Gentile Christians. Third, Paul elsewhere referred to two kinds of Israelites—believing Jews and unbelieving Jews (cf. Rom. 9:6). Lest it be thought that Paul is anti-Semitic, he demonstrated by means of this benediction his deep love and concern for true Israel, that is, Jews who had come to Christ. Walvoord, J. F., Zuck, R. B., & Dallas Theological Seminary. (1983-c1985). The Bible knowledge commentary : An exposition of the scriptures (611). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.
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