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Identity's Impact on Evangelism

If Paul were writing Philippians 3 to us,  he would say:

“If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in his Jewishness, I have more:  circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.”

What about the majority of our members—those who are Jewish?  How well do you measure up in the matters of the flesh—that is, in your ethnicity?  

One can’t do much about the first three; they are matters of birth.  The first point of Jewish identify is circumcision.  A child, however, has no control over its correctness.  Next Paul affirms his tribal identity and that he is a “Hebrew of the Hebrews.”  In other words, he is ethnically pure.  Unlike those of Ephraim and Manasseh, he has no non-Hebrew DNA.  I seriously doubt anyone in the 21st Century is genetically pure within any tribal strain—whether Watusi or Ephraimite.  Still, in the areas about which you made no contribution—the things of your birth—how proud are you of your Jewishness?  How ashamed would you be if you found there was a “gentile in the woodpile,” to clean up an old Southern racist phrase, and that you were not as Jewish as you thought?

And what of the non-Jewish minority?  Are we “want-to-bes”—that is, do we feel somehow elevated when mistaken as Jewish? 

But Paul goes on to the things he controlled.  He says that “in regard to the law, a Pharisee.”  In other words, he not only kept the Levitical law, but the most extreme of the Jewish self-righteous cultural practices.  What traditions do each of us keep and why do we keep them?

Next is the one that surely grieved Paul the most:  “as for zeal, persecuting the church.”  Now, lest you think there is no potential of any of us “persecuting the church,” consider this.  There has been a lot written about Christian anti-Semitism that has been vindictive and destructive to the Kingdom’s growth.  Rehashing the Church’s guilt is unproductive and often historically incorrect.  Let me give you a directive from God—and lest you think I’m claiming some special revelation, this is based on clear Biblical teaching.  Forgive it and get over it!  Get on with more important things than passing out blame.

Last, Paul says that in keeping the Levitical Law, he was faultless.  He honored God’s directives and except for a confessed problem with covetousness, he kept the commandments.  His heart was right with God.  Here, I suspect we all fare pretty well—whether Jew or non-Jew.  I doubt there is anyone here who does not desire to be God’s man or woman to the fullest.  I suspect that like me, your sins are from weakness of faith or carelessness.  That doesn’t excuse it, by the way, but surely none of us are deliberately opposing God’s causes.

Paul says he has the highest qualifications offered—by his being Jewish, by his actions, and by his attitude.  And how does he rate them in importance?  

“But whatever was lucrative to me in my Jewish culture and practices, I now consider unprofitable for the sake of the Messiah.  What is more, I consider everything else unprofitable  compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Messiah Jesus as my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.  I consider all this—my Jewishness, my actions, and my commitment— as excrement, in order that my profit be the Messiah and my being found in him….” 


Where is the Messianic movement today?  What does it count as profitable and unprofitable?  Are we still on track or have we swerved away from the best in seeking the good?  What is our central purpose?  Is it to expand the Kingdom of God or is it to protect Jewish culture from extinction?  Is it evangelism of the lost, or nurture of a Godly lifestyle?  

There are three dangers that effective evangelism faces over time.  They are as natural as the sunrise and to assume that Jewish evangelism is exempt is foolish and arrogant.  We face these individually and organizationally.  They are racism, rejection, and redirection.   

Let me deal with the accusation that offends us most—that we might be unconsciously racist.  I’m not accusing anyone of the level of racism that produces genocide, but we all are born with that potential.  Basically, racism is a perversion of valuing those of our own family over non-family, of valuing tribal members over members of other tribes, of taking pride in our group as uniquely superior and lumping the rest into a general category to disdain, disrespect, or disregard.  It has a long historic precedent in human history.  It’s reflected in the terms “Jew and gentile” which dissolves any uniqueness in various non-Jewish groups.  The Greeks did the same classifying everyone as “Greek or barbarian.”  American history has the terms, “white and colored.”  

Racism is not a characteristic solely of the Germanic or Anglo-Saxon peoples.  It exists and is thriving all over the world.  It’s an offensive term, however, and missology has cleaned it up by calling it “ethnocentricity,” that is, being centered on one’s own ethnic group with a disinterest in others.  Those with an ethnocentric view, however, are limited to biological evangelism, reaching only those born into the group or within their web of influence.  It limits the Great Commission to Jerusalem.  

By the way, historically, the Jerusalem church failed in this very instance.  They remained ethnocentric and God moved the center of first century missions to Antioch.  With that failure, the Jerusalem church became insignificant.  And what of us today?  I fear what was initially a Jewish cultural emphasis—“to become all things to all people that I might win some”—has become an ethnocentric interest in promoting the Jewish culture.  

Let me give you my non-Jewish perspective of a problem that has occurred in the last 50 years of the movement, about 35 of which I have been a part.  My involvement began one night at Richmond Plaza Baptist Church in Bellaire Texas, a suburb of Houston.  There was a special speaker that night who spoke about the need to include Jewish people in our evangelistic concern.  He ended his comments with a blunt phrase that I could never escape.  He said—and I can still quote it today—“Christians  know that anyone without Jesus goes to hell—and as far as most are concerned, the Jewish people can go to hell.”  The speaker was Moishe Rosen.  That sentence percolated along within me as personal evangelism to Jewish acquaintances for a few years, later moved me to seminary, and then to Los Angeles.  

When we began a small multi-ethnic congregation in L.A.—and discovered that I had to also be a cross-cultural missionary—I noticed a heartache in some people that I admired, people who had been in Jewish missions for years and who were moving to the season of life I’m now in.  They had worked in the years when Jewish believers had to abandon their culture when they became Christians.  Then—in the seventies—the pendulum swung with a vengeance.  Some I knew were hurt by the racial arrogance and disdain for non-Jews in many young leaders, many of whom had been led to the Lord by those same non-Jewish missionaries.  I bumped into this attitude personally, when a new Jewish believer was told he should leave us and become part of a Messianic Congregation.  

Another thing that irritated me was to find that churches not only wouldn’t evangelize Jews, but didn’t reach out to any group other than their own.  It wasn’t that they were anti-Semitic; it was that “in the flesh”—did you hear what I said, “in the flesh”—no one cares about anyone except those just like him.  “In the flesh” everyone is ethnocentric.  It is not natural to be an “across the street” missionary, much less a cross-cultural one.  Every ethnic group focuses on its own, not on the ever-expanding circle of the Great Commission.  


It’s an oversimplification, but the isolation between the Messianic movement and the church in general came about because the established structures wouldn’t share power with the newcomers who were unwilling to be subservient to them.  Thus the Messianic movement went off and made its own establishment.  In some extremes, the Messianic movement was viewed as a heresy.  On the other hand, some messianic leaders viewed everything in church life between 70 AD and their arrival on the scene as heretical.  At least, that’s how conditions seemed to me, when we began what we called a “congregation of Jewish and International Christians.”   

In the ‘70s I got to know Moshe Rosen.  And let me say, Moshe was very gracious.  He spent time with me and treated me with a deference to which I was in no way entitled.  I wasn’t—and still am not—that important.  I remember Susan Pearlmen trying to keep him on schedule for other more important commitments, but he gave me the most valuable thing one can share—time.  And I still remember a question I asked him about this tension over one’s “Jewishness” as a Christian.  Basically, it was the “Rodney King question”— “can’t we all just get along?”  He said that the Messianic Movement was young, and that when it matured, it would put away its childish self-centeredness and become less ethnocentric. 

Well, folks, have we matured or are we still focused on what Paul devalued?  Left to our natural tendencies, we will all gravitate toward maintaining our comfortable culture rather than confronting it.  Don’t be deceived.  Religious belief is the cornerstone of every culture—including the Jewish culture—and presenting the gospel is counter-cultural.  You cannot comfortably fit into a culture—including the Jewish culture—and effectively evangelize its members.  If we overvalue being Jewish, we will undervalue belonging to the Messiah.

The second threat I mentioned was rejection.  Not many people like to do door-to-door visitation.  After someone says, “Get the hell of my porch!” and sics the dog on you a few times, you get a little gunshy.  On the other hand, what do you experience when you are the guest speaker or the expert teacher?  Why, people think you’re wonderful.  They exude gratitude.  They exalt you.  Now, which is the most ego gratifying—and what’s the result?  It is to spend more and more time doing less and less evangelism and more nurture.  It results in “chaplain-missionaries” who find other things to do rather than personal evangelism or even pulpit evangelism.  

THANK GOD for 10 years in the life insurance business.  I went to two of the best seminaries in the world and neither equipped me to do evangelism.  God did that in sales.  On a human level, evangelism, like sales, deals with the art of persuasion.  Like salesmen, we suffer “call reluctance” and the longer we wait to get back into the fight, the more reluctant we become.  Here’s my challenge to you individually.  Keep a journal of how you spend your time.  Keep it by ministry category.  I’ve done that for the last 30 years.  Why?  Because it warns me when I find extended times without any evangelistic efforts.  

The last thing I mentioned was reorganization and that is the tendency of organizations to age into a maintenance phase.  This attacks on two levels.  The first is to shift the organizational emphasis from evangelism to nurture, which is merely  a corporate experience of what we face individually.  It’s easier to get support when you provide study courses for those whom you nurture, than to say, “Send money, I’m going to spend it on others.”  Thus you have a natural tendency, organizationally, to siphon off resources from evangelism to the nurture of those who are your supporters.

The other organizational danger to evangelism is the aging process in organizations.  When a business or mission organization is new, it has neither policies nor procedures.  It is a spontaneous and agile entrepreneurial organization, driven by its founder’s passion.  In time, new leadership comes up through the ranks and is often selected because it was good at following established orders and policies.  Too often when this second generation takes over, it continues to make decisions based on policy and existing procedures, rather than being fresh and creative.  Thus, unless renewal occurs, all human organizations atrophy into bureaucracies. 

Now I can almost hear some murmuring in your minds.  And the unspoken claim is that you can nurture Jewish believers’ Jewishness and be evangelistically effective.  I would challenge that and suggest that no organization excels in nurture and evangelism and to try to do both will make you mediocre in both.  Compound that with an ethnocentric view of the Great Commission and the evangelistic focus gets pretty fuzzy.

There was a great article in the January 1974 ”Missiology:  An International Review.”  It was written by Ralph Winter and called the "Two Structures of God's Redemptive Mission.”  His thesis is that there are two organizational forms that together make up the Body of Christ.  One is the local congregation and the other is the mission task group.  Let me quote a paragraph:  

“The congregation is weak in its capacity to evangelize those outside its web of influence but is very strong in developing balanced spiritual growth.  The mission task group is effective in penetration of unreached people groups and those outside the influence of local congregations but cannot effectively discipline those it reaches.  Most congregations and most mission task groups try to do both functions, but to the degree they succeed in doing the job of the other, they limit their effectiveness in their major area.  Congregations have the job of developing a "holy" (that is, separated) community for nurture and ministry.  The mission task group is commissioned to evangelize those groups outside the "oikas" (family of influence) of the congregation.”  
 The Mission Task Group excels in evangelism and is pathetic in nurture.  The Congregation excels in nurture—that is in developing godly growth—and is pathetic in evangelism.  And by the way, that’s equally true of Messianic Synagogues as it is of WASP churches.  The major barrier of the Messianic Synagogue is that its web of influence doesn’t extend into the Jewish community as the church web of influence extends into the general Anglo community.  We can discuss that more in the Q&A, if you like.  

But I want to come back to the question of what we primarily value, for if we get that right, the fear of rejection and the atrophy of organization will be solved.  Each one of us needs to ask ourselves, “What is my central identity?”  Don’t get me wrong.  I think every person should keep his culture and honor it—at least the parts that are not contrary to Biblical teachings.  That’s true whether you are Chinese, Comanche, or Cohen.  But since, more than anything else, I am complaining about what I see as a perverted adoration of Jewishness, you may wonder why I spent my ministry in this.  Well, I’ll tell you since you asked.

I believe that God calls nations and groups, as well as individuals, for various tasks.  I believe that, ethnically, Jewish people are chosen—not for elevation above others, but for a job.  And that job was—and is—to be the primary mission pool to evangelize the nations.  If I’m right, the Jewish believer’s job is to evangelize gentiles and the gentile believer’s job is to make non-believing Jews jealous of his possession of the Jewish God.  

My unique call—or chosenness—and what I believe should be the predominate call of the members of this organization—is to reach those who can be Jewish missionaries.  And what is the missionary job for which they, as a people, are chosen?  It is to reach the non-Jews, who will make other Jews jealous.  It’s a circle which is God’s “church-growth strategy” and sadly—it seems to me—both halves of the wheel are flat!  Generally, Messianic Synagogues have no cross-cultural missionary concern and gentile churches, to quote Moishe, “know that without Jesus you go to hell—and the Jewish people can go to hell.”

That is not caused by either group having animus for the other.  It is the natural tendency for people to seek others just like themselves and insist that newcomers adapt as the price of admission.  It’s the homogeneous principle which says it’s easier to build a congregation if they are all alike, ethnically, socially, economically, and linguistically.  It’s caused by “ethnocentricity”, which as I said, is a nice term for racism.

Now, less you think this is all dark and pessimistic, let me assure you that the day will come when we will all get along.  There will be a time when those who worship Jesus in a Jewish context will not be held in disdain as insignificant—and those in Messianic Synagogues will not detest Jewish Christians who do not.  It may happen because the world equally hates us both, and if so, it will be worth it.

If I read Revelations 11 correctly, the two witnesses that will walk in unequaled spiritual power are not two individual persons, but two corporate entities, each made up of numerous believers.  I realize this is not the majority opinion, but I’m convinced it’s right.  Stick with me here—lest we chase this rabbit into a swamp of eschatological disagreement and not get back.  The witnesses are described as two lampstands.  Earlier we are told that lampstands represent churches.  They are also two olive branches.  Romans 11 solves that puzzle:  there is a natural branch—faithful Jews—and a wild branch—faithful gentiles.  By the way, the word is the same in both places.  It is “olive.”  Whether it is a branch, a tree, or a berry is a matter of interpretation from the context.

I think God’s plan was always an Olive Tree with two branches, one Jewish and one International.  Before the cross the big branch was Jewish with a twig or two like Job and Jethro.  After the cross it has become predominantly non-Jewish, but there have always been Jewish twigs.  I hope to see the day when both branches are big and healthy and I’m convinced that will occur before Jesus returns.  

Whether I’m right about Revelation 11 or not, we ought to get on with seeing ourselves as one tree rather than only being concerned about the branch upon which our leaf sprouts.  Again, make sure your basic identity is as a part of tree into which you have been grafted—not the tree you were taken from.  Paul made that shift quite well and anyone who thinks he didn’t remain Jewish is a little dense!  

If you’re Jewish, that’s only significant in how it helps you fulfill your calling—which on a broad scale is to be part of the cross-cultural effort to reach the Nations.  If you’re a non-Jewish “want-to-be,” give it up!  Be who God made you to be.  He had a purpose in your ethnicity.  Maybe, like me, it is to win Jews who can be cross-cultural missionaries and win the world.  And to those who think God is finished with that ethnic group known as Jews—well that’s a different talk for a different group.  

There are two extremes that every mission effort must avoid.  One is the “Mission Compound Mentality” and the other is “Going Native.”  The Mission Compound mentality was to require converts to adopt the missionary culture—often moving into their compound, which is the source of the name.  An example of this was when missionaries went to Hawaii.  They required the natives to adopt the New England culture—even importing wood to make sure churches were built just like those back home.  

“Going Native” is the total adoption of the host culture.  An example came early in church history.  We have statues in Catholicism because saints were substituted for pagan gods so outreach could be what we call today, “seeker sensitive.”  Unfortunately, the “seekers” changed the missionaries, rather than the other way around.  That’s always the danger of “going native.”

It seems to me that in the recent history of Jewish missions we have had both of these extremes.  Our early history—up to the 50s—suffered from a Mission Compound mentality.  Jewish believers were required to leave their Jewishness behind.  Then a shift came and we ran off the road into the other ditch.  The movement “went native,” often identifying more with Rabbinic Judaism than with Christianity.  And in many cases, missionaries and Messianic pastors have become more changed by Judaism than they have changed their Jewish adherents. 

Well, what’s the answer?  How do we stay in the sane center?  I would propose that whether we are in one ditch or the other, or on the road, is dictated by one thing—that which we prize above all else.  

And how can you tell where you are?  It’s in how you see your self-identity.  Let me start with those who are Jewish, since that’s the majority.  How do you see yourself?  Are you a Believer—who happens to be Jewish—or are you a Jew, who happens to be a Believer?  Those are radically different.  And those of us who are not Jewish—have we “gone native” and thereby lost our prophetic call to make Jews jealous that we have their God?  Only those seen as non-Jews can do that.  I need to continually ask myself “Who am I?”  If I see myself as a WASP—a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant—who happens to be Christian, then I’ve got excrement at the center of my identity.  

By the way, the homogeneous principle is true—that is, that congregations of people who are all alike are easier to form.  The homogeneous principle only becomes a problem when the central value which binds us together is what is natural—that is, what occurs in human nature, which is common ethnicity, economics, and social state.  You can mix all of these factors, however, when the central value is not whether you are Jewish or Irish—whether you keep Chanukah or Christmas—whether you are blue-collar or professional—but when your homogeneity is a humble gratitude over being in Jesus.  Put in scriptural terms, it is when we are spiritual rather than carnal.  

When we are spiritual, we don’t re-organize in ways that shift our mission from evangelism to just nurture and community service.  When we are spiritual, we don’t have problems with rejection, for approval from community and friends becomes less important.  When we are spiritual, our love of culture and kin doesn’t constrict us for we have a greater value of being in Jesus than being Jewish, or Irish, or whatever.

If you and I are in line with Paul, we are the same—followers of Jesus—whether Jew or gentile, and our ethnicity and cultural roots—except in “becoming all things to all men that we might win some”—are about as important as what I clean out of the cat box.

“But whatever was lucrative to me in my Jewish culture and practices,
 I now consider unprofitable for the sake of the Messiah.  What is more,
 I consider everything else unprofitable  compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Messiah Jesus as my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.  I consider all this—my Jewishness, my actions, and my commitment— as excrement, in order that my profit be the Messiah and my being found in him…”

May it be so with us.  

