REFLECTIONS ON MISSIONARY TRAINING 

by Moishe Rosen

In discussing a philosophy of missionary training, I feel that it is best to describe the ideal. The real missionary training will be less but we must always be careful that we do not accept what is real for what is ideal.  If we accept less than high ideals when it comes to recruiting and training we have the problem of continuing diminution of standards.

For example: If we set a standard for missionaries that they must have a college degree and an M.Div. from an accredited Seminary and you accept a person with an M.A. in religion, then the standard becomes M.A. in religion.  Every time we make an exception to a rule, that exception becomes the new rule. After that we really only require only an M.A. to meet the standard.

In the field of Jewish Evangelism, low standards of education and low standards of training are the rule at this time.  We don’t like to admit this, but if we don’t allow ourselves to see it, we shall not improve the standards. This would be a good time to reflect and to say to ourselves, “We can do better.”

The Jewish Community places a premium value on education, but the larger Jewish Missions are willing to waive the educational standards because of an evident "shortage" of available workers.  Because of the expense of preparation, delivery, and mentorship in training, we are constantly in danger of accepting those who are of lesser character. It costs an organization a lot of energy and money to get a missionary who is able to handle the challenges.

In the world, every profession has a standard to determine who qualifies to be trusted to do the task at hand. A physician must not only have an M.D. degree just to practice medicine but he or she needs to have completed an internship and a residency.  To be a carpenter one must have been apprenticed to a journeyman or master carpenter.

Most denominations require four years of college and three years of seminary in order to be a pastor and the same denominations require an examination of one's spiritual testimony and credible evidence of a call.  Nevertheless, many do not meet the educational requirements. The problem is that those who declare they have a religious calling can easily find exceptions to the standards.  Is it any wonder that respect for the clergy continues to erode?

That respect is important especially to the evangelist whose report of the gospel must be accurate and whose truthfulness must be beyond question. 

Education in itself is not enough to prepare a person for the practice of missionary work. We see many well-educated people who fail in their attempts at Jewish evangelism. Often people can be overly- schooled and under-trained.

Training is not education.  Education is something given by a school. Education requires listening to lectures, reading books, taking tests. Education requires steps of learning and testing, and most of the time the student knows where he is at in his progression toward a degree. Training on the other hand is like developing an art; often times one does not know their progress until they can consistently produce the results of what they are attempting .

There is an education component to training but missionary training can’t be learned in schools.  The field itself is a trainer and the way of learning is to fail until one knows how to avoid failure and to choose the paths that will likely lead them to success.

Missionaries must be trained to identify what is a successful goal and what is a proper means or method of reaching that goal.

Proper missionary training is most like learning a craft or art. It should be taught by someone who has mastered the subject and shown himself able to meet the reasonable expectations of his sponsors.

Why Missionaries to the Jews Need to be Well-Educated and Well-Trained

1 The credibility of God's servants in general has generally not been very high in the minds of the world.  The work of Jewish evangelism at best is extremely difficult.  Being an effective missionary or evangelist to the Jewish people requires a certain amount of knowledge of scripture and how it relates to Jewish understanding.  This knowledge is necessary because we find ourselves challenging the false precepts of an ancient and respected religious tradition. 

     It's not enough to present ourselves with an attitude of "I'm okay, you're okay."  The basic announcement of the Gospel is that Christ died for us according to the Scriptures and rose again on the third day according to the Scriptures.  The Scriptures presume that all have sinned and come short of the glory of God, and we are put in the unenviable position of sometimes announcing for the first time to a person that they are sinners who by nature are unacceptable to God.  

      But until a person can accept himself as being a sinner, they can't accept the important second premise that Christ died for their sins.  It takes a great deal of wisdom and tact to uphold that statement.  We must be credible people who know how to present ourselves and our message forcefully and truthfully.   

2 True competency.  Have you ever seen a person who cites the wrong Scripture to answer a question?  Or have you seen someone who was trying to tell a Jewish person the meaning of a Hebrew word, and the Jewish person responds by asking if the evangelist studied Hebrew?  We wince when we see our fellow Christians discredit themselves because they lack the intellectual acuity and tact.  

      I have watched Christians try to witness in chat rooms.  Any number of them set themselves up and take the stance of being experts.  One by one, I've seen the counter-missionaries knock them down.   The Scripture which says that pride goes before a fall is certainly true.1   People who don't have credibility seldom have competency, no matter how confident they are.  

The counter-missionaries love to get a person into a position where their Christian witness depends on knowledge of the Hebrew Bible, and then the counter-missionaries show that the person doesn't know some of the more simple things.  You see, we are put into a place of contention and many of us cannot contend for the faith because we lack the arsenal of Intellect. 

But if a missionary is well trained, he or she will know that they are not to pose as experts in order to impress people.  It is the attitude of 

pride which defeats us.  And yet we need the training to be able to humble ourselves in the sight of the Lord and among our fellow

men.  You can't humiliate a humble person.  The world, the devil, and the flesh conspire to inflate us with pride. 

__________________

1Proverbs 16:18, New King James Version

3 Training enhances education.  We must make a distinction between education and training.  Education can be gained in the classroom; training can only be gained in the field.  One of the values of training is that it teaches us our limits.  In the course of good training, good education is enhanced.  Training enables one to use education in a proper way.

4 Training gives us confidence.  One of my criticisms of the field of Jewish evangelism is that credentials are so loose as to prevent missionaries to the Jews from ever gaining the confidence of being able to make mistakes.  

    There was a certain person who became the head of a rather large mission because when the chief executive died, there was no one trained to lead.  The person I have in mind sat on the board of directors, and in the discussion, he volunteered to manage the mission until they could find a trained leader.  

    He had credibility with the board, but it soon became obvious to the staff that he didn't have any competence in Jewish evangelism.  That executive confessed to me that he couldn't recall that he ever really witnessed to an unsaved Jew.  Now that he was the head of a mission to the Jews, he didn't have the confidence to try, because if he tried and failed, it would just further demonstrate his inability.  

     A person who once looked at our mission with a view toward joining the staff, when he heard that he would be expected to be in training for a year, asked, " Well, isn't this something that I would have to do if I went to work for another mission that didn't have the training?"  

      I hope that my answer didn't sound glib when I told him, "Well, sure, you can do something to train yourself.  Go out and do your best to witness to 1800 Jews one by one.  Talk to them and try to tell them, and then see what you learn from your failures."  Missionary training allows for mistakes, and provides a mentor in order that we might be instructed by those mistakes.

5 Training instills good attitudes and good habits. If left to our own to decide how things ought to be done, we very often do a lot of those things we like, and avoid those things we dislike.  I like preaching to a congregation that generally approves me much more than I like preaching on a street corner to a crowd that generally ignores me.

    Without some discipline and training, I would have probably gravitated toward being a pastor or having a messianic congregation.  The fact of the matter is that we have many more shepherds looking for flocks than we have sheep looking for a shepherd.  Nevertheless, there are lost sheep that could be gathered into the flock if we are willing to give ourselves to the task. 

6 Training combined with education gives us our principles. We have come to certain principles by Scripture but good training shows us how to apply those principles.

A DESCRIPTION OF WHAT HAS BEEN DONE

Yaakov Ariel, one of the more sympathetic Jewish writers describes the unusual symbiotic relationship between education and training:

The course at the Moody Bible Institute consisted of two years of studies and fifteen weeks of fieldwork.  In addition to the general requirements, which included such courses as an introduction to the Bible, public speaking, teacher training, pedagogy, and Sunday school organization and administration, the Jewish missions course required the study of Hebrew, Yiddish, messianic prophecy, rabbinics, Jewish history, and Jewish feasts and customs. 

The program reflected the understanding of the missionary community that knowledge was essential in order to approach the Jews more effectively.  In describing the course in Jewish history, the bulletin stated:

This subject, which comes in the Jewish Missions course, embraces the outstanding facts and movements in Jewish history from the time of the Macabees to our day.  It is these facts which have vitally contributed to making the Jew what he is today and an acquaintance with them helps the Gentile, in the course of his mission work, the better to reach and present the Gospel to the Jew.  With the instruction in Jewish history is combined that in Jewish feasts and customs together with a study of the Jewish prayer books and the books of rules for daily life with their religious and symbolic import.
This statement clearly reflected the new policy adopted in the field of Jewish missions in America in the years following World War I:  namely, that a thorough knowledge of the Jewish people, their history, thinking, tradition, customs, and languages was needed in order to approach them successfully.

The choice of languages is instructive.  Jewish evangelists were required to study Hebrew so that they could become familiar with the Hebrew Bible and other Jewish sources.  It was assumed that knowledge of the Bible in English alone would be insufficient when approaching those Jews who were well acquainted with their Scriptures.  

Similarly, although most Jewish immigrants to America soon learned English, Yiddish was still spoken in many homes.  For many in the older generation, Yiddish was their mother tongue.  Many daily expressions, even among those Jews who became fluent in English or those who had been born or raised in America, were in Yiddish.  

Missionaries were expected to handle the language in order to gain credibility with their prospective Jewish converts.  Knowledge of Yiddish demonstrated a familiarity with Jews and their culture.  Yiddish continued to be a required part of the curriculum in Jewish studies at the Moody Bible Institute for a number of decades and was removed only in 1965, when the directors of the institute concluded that Yiddish was no longer the common language of American Jews.

Birnbaum devoted time and energy not only to the academic instruction of his students in the various aspects of Judaism and Jewish life but also to the practical side of Jewish evangelism.  

During the summer, for example, he took his students to Atlantic City, a resort popular among East Coast Jews, to conduct evangelization campaigns.   A large part of the practical training offered to the students in the program was, of course, carried out in Chicago, often in conjunction with the work of established missions to the Jews.  

One such mission was the Chicago Hebrew Mission, another, the American Board of Missions to the Jews.  Such collaboration helped both parties.  It offered the students at the institute an opportunity to practice and gain expertise in actual evangelism with no cost to the program, since tracts, for example, were supplied by the missions.  

The missions in their turn received volunteer field-workers, supervised by their professor.  Birnbaum was declared an honorary missionary by the American Board of Missions to the Jews.   The fieldwork that the students carried out in the Jewish neighborhoods in Chicago brought them in contact with Jewish life in Chicago and with Jewish reactions toward attempts to evangelize them, which were not always favorable. 
Birnbaum, who moved on to become a full-time missionary with the American Board of Missions to the Jews, was succeeded in 1940 by Max Reich.  Born in Germany in 1867 and raised in England, where he converted to Christianity, Reich settled in America in 1915 and became an active member of the Hebrew Christian Alliance, the organization of Jews who accepted Christianity in its conservative evangelical form, which had just organized that year.  He served as its president from 1921 until 1926 and again from 1935 until 1945.  

A Quaker by denominational affiliation, Reich nonetheless considered himself Jewish and took a strong interest in Jewish and Zionist affairs.

He wrote poems that were published in the Hebrew Christian Alliance Quarterly and other organs of missions to the Jews, such as the Jewish Era. In his poetry, Reich expressed a Jewish Christian messianic hope and interpreted the rise of the Zionist movement as a significant event in the messianic time-table.

His dispensationalist Jewish Christian outlook was also expressed in his biblical exegesis, as well as in a book dedicated to exploring the expected Jewish future within the messianic hope.  In polemical articles, he expressed a view that was not shared by all in the conservative Protestant evangelical community, namely, that converted Jews should not disappear into the gentile society but rather retain their separate Jewish identity.

Recently while at an open discussion of the book of Romans…I asked the question, "When a Jew becomes a Christian does he cease to be a part of Israel?"  The whole company almost shouted with one voice, "Yes."  

I then pointed out that it was the unbelieving branches who were cut off of their own olive tree.  The believing branches remain where they had their origin.  The olive tree represents the spiritual Israel rooted in the soil of the natural Israel…Gentiles …must not crowd out the branches that have never been broken off…

God has always recognized an inner and outer Israel. The effective Israel was never more than a remnant at any time.  And the inner was the salt of the outer, preserving it from decay.  Hebrew Christians cannot fulfill their mission to their people unless they remain a part of Israel. The salt cannot do its work unless it mixes with that which is to be salted.

In this passage, Reich justified the existence of Hebrew Christians as a separate entity within the Christian community by emphasizing the obligation this group had to evangelize its brethren.  The role of Hebrew Christianity was thus presented to the larger evangelical community in missionary terms.

Equipped with this ideology and sense of mission, Reich was a natural candidate for the position of professor of Jewish evangelization at the Moody Bible Institute.  

That a major conservative Protestant institution of higher learning had hired Reich--a propagator of the uniqueness of Jewish Christianity and a writer of poems on the restoration of the Jews to Zion--to teach in the department of missions was in many ways remarkable and should be understood in the light of the institute's distinctive dispensationalist theology.

For the institute leaders during this period, such as James Gray, the institute's president during Birnbaum's tenure at the Moody Bible Institute, the Jewish people were indeed the chosen people destined to play a dominant role in God's plans for humanity.  

Similarly, Gray shared Birnbaum's and Reich's positive attitude toward the Zionist movement and the prospect of the Jewish restoration to Zion.  Although not as outspoken as Gray on biblical and theological matters, William Culbertson, Gray's heir who served as president of the Moody Bible Institute during the 1940s shared the same views on the role of Israel in history and gave his support to Jewish evangelism. 

Culbertson served as a sponsor and member of the board of directors of the American Association for Jewish evangelism in the 1940s and 1950s, offering the association an aura of legitimacy and acceptance in conservative evangelical eyes.

The Moody Bible Institute considered the program of Jewish evangelism to be an integral part of its mission and took pride in it. In the early 1930s, the Institute advertised the program proudly in its bulletin, featuring a photo of Solomon Birnbaum, the professor of Jewish evangelization, with the twenty students who were enrolled in the department at the time.  

The photograph was accompanied by a short paragraph entitled "Debt to the Jew": "The Jewish nation gave to the world the Messiah, and yet that nation remains blind to the glorious fact that Jesus of Nazareth is indeed He of whom the prophets wrote. The Moody Bible Institute has formally recognized, by the maintenance of a Jewish Missions Course, the debt that the Christian world owes to the Jewish race.  Christian Jews, and such Gentile Christians as desire training for introducing Christ to the 'lost sheep of the house of Israel,' are in the course instructed in a number of subjects additional to the regular subjects of the General Course."  

A plea for donations to the institute was placed just below the article.  The Jewish missions program continued at the MBI throughout the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s with little change.   In addition to the general course (the basic curriculum for all students) and Jewish studies, the school added an additional course of studies of English for newly arrived immigrant students. 

The studies at the Moody Bible Institute not only gave prospective missionaries a good preparation for a career of spreading the Christian message among the Jews but also enabled them to become acquainted with the evangelical world.

Throughout the period, the MBI was an institution representing the values, norms, and doctrines of the mainstream of the evangelical-fundamentalist camp.  The students in the program for Jewish evangelism studied with future ministers, missionaries, and leaders of the evangelical camp.  They learned at first hand the evangelical mores, customs, and regulations.  The connections they made often served them throughout their lifetime careers as missionaries.  

Curiously, the life and studies at the MBI often brought Jewish students to realize the enormous gap between them and their evangelical friends, and they sometimes experienced the loneliness of being a Jewish student in a "gentile" environment.

Jewish students, for example, often could not stand the American food served in the institute's dining room, which to them was completely tasteless. Being used to Jewish bread, they could not eat the white "cotton" bread the dining room served.  At one time they even protested against what they considered to be the lack of adequate food.  

Similarly, Jews at the MBI had a hard time with the many regulations governing the details of everyday life at the institute.  Coming from a culture very different from that of evangelical Protestant Americans and accepting Jesus as their Savior, they could not always comprehend why a rigid lifestyle was considered a Christian way of life.2
__________________

2 EVANGELIZING THE CHOSEN PEOPLE by Yaakov Ariel

Chapter 9: The Moody Bible Institute and the Training of Missionaries to the Jews, pp. 95 - 99.

Ceil and I attended the Jewish Missionary Training Institute sponsored by the American Board of Missions to the Jews in 1954-56.
But back in 1946 the Chief Executive Officer described his vision for this institute:

…we will begin humbly with a few classes each week, until these courses shall have gathered enough momentum to make an impress not only here in our own city of New York, but upon the whole country.  Then gradually we shall develop an established curriculum, graded classes, semester work and regular academic accomplishments.  We are beginning with such courses as "The Messianic Stream of Revelation" from the Garden of Eden to Calvary; "World Religions" in contrast with Christianity,… "The personal life of the Jewish Missionary," courses in "Hebrew Christian Biographies," courses in the Yiddish language, courses on doctrines…3

When we attended the Jewish Missionary Training Institute in the building at 236 W 72nd St., it was a beehive of activity.  Each Tuesday and Thursday evening at least 6 different classes were taught.  One could study Greek, Hebrew, and Yiddish.  

Many of the Bible Institute courses were taught: survey courses on the Old and New Testament, courses on Doctrine, and then there were those that pertained to training missionaries. Some of the missionary training courses were: Jewish Theology, A History of the Jewish People, Jewish Evangelism techniques, Messianic Prophecy, Ministry to Jewish Children, etc.

We look back warmly on those days of training.  It was a time of discovering answers before we had questions.  It was a time of associating with godly people like Henry Heydt, Hilda Koser, Rachmiel Frydland, and Sydney Parker.  There was great camaraderie among the staff, the students, and the faculty.

__________________

3 A RABBI'S VISION: A CENTURY OF PROCLAIMING MESSIAH: A History of Chosen People Ministries, Inc. by Harold E. Sevener, Chapter 9: Till Death Do Us Part, pp. 263-4.

Maybe the greatest lesson I learned at the Jewish Missionary Training Institute was not from one of the faculty but from Joe Serafin.  In his earlier life he had been a thug; he admitted to having been an assassin, but his spirit had been transformed by the love of Y’shua.

His job at the ABMJ was what we would now call a utility person.  He did errands, ran the elevator, cleaned up messes and when he was not otherwise busy he stood in front of the mission talking to people who would stop to look at the display windows.

One day when Ceil and I arrived early, he had been waiting for me, and while Ceil prepared a meal in the mission kitchen, I listened to Joe Serafin.  First of all he gave me my first leather-bound Bible and told me that I would need a durable Bible with cross-references. He gave this to me as a personal gift from him and his wife because he wanted me to have what I needed.

Then he asked me to come with him to the sixth floor.  It looked like a newspaper editorial room. There were 10 desks, each with a typewriter and each with a visitor's chair.  He said to me, "I have been asked to prepare a desk for you and because you are new, you can have the one in back."  (farthest from the elevator).  This was the floor where the general missionaries studied when they were not out doing missionary work.  He went on to say: "You can’t lead anyone to Christ sitting here.  Either you will be a desk jockey or a missionary."

Those words still ring in my ears and remind me that there is no comfortable place from which we can do missionary work among the Jews.  So let me tell you some of my ideals for training activist missionaries.

MY IDEAL FOR MISSION TRAINING

1    I think that the most important thing for me to have learned from     the people who helped me was the fact that missionary work is not something that a person does to make a living; it's not a job.  If it's a way of putting food on the table, it's a rather poor way.  

Missionary work is a life; it's not a living.  It's a way that a person lives.  It's the way that you orient yourself and your family.  Yes, the family has got to be 100% behind you.  Perhaps there is an instance that someone knows where one member of a family was a missionary evangelist to the Jews, and the spouse was involved in another profession.

I've gone through my own memory to see if there was anyone that I knew who was outstanding in that area, and my conclusion is that missionary work must be done as teamwork.  This brings me to the second ideal in training missionaries:

2   Teach people to work together as teams, not just as teams from the same organization, but teach the missionaries to respect the work of staff workers from other missions, and to uphold people from other missions as their fellow workers.

3    Co-operation is one area where training is important.  In my ideal world, one of the ministries would undertake to be the outstanding trainers, and missionaries from all missions would be trained by that one mission.  Perhaps another mission could be the strong one in developing materials.  A third one, excellent in youth and children's work, and another one might undertake the specialty of working with geriatric people.  That is, each mission would have its strong point, and the others would be able to uphold them and involve them on their strong points.

  It would be ideal if all the missionaries from all the different missions were trained together, and had the benefit of the same basic training. This would give a common basis of understanding.

4    I think the initial missionary training course should be a year. But learning would be a life-long endeavor. My ideal would have people getting additional training and schooling.  A sabbatical would be a regular feature of a missionary career.  In the course of a career, one would have four or five sabbaticals.  If devoted to learning, each would possibly earn a doctor's degree.  If devoted to writing, each would be able to write several different books.

5    In the field of Jewish evangelism we suffer from a narrow vision.  Training people together, and training them to co-operate would broaden the vision. Why should it be that in a community where they have one struggling Messianic congregation, another one moves in as though the first one weren't there?  I'm convinced that the role of the Lausanne Consultation on Jewish Evangelism is to facilitate our knowing and appreciating one another.  My suggestion would be that there be a commission on education/training, to explore the possibilities of working together.  If the LCJE could do this, it would fulfill its highest and best purpose.

So we see that good missionary candidates who are motivated, knowledgeable of Jewish life, and are apt to learn benefit greatly from good trainers who are able to mentor and offer themselves as examples.

Perhaps we do not have either ideal candidates or ideal trainers but together lets encourage one another and actively seek those who are called of God to seek out the lost sheep of the house of Israel. 
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