Stories from France 

Jean-Paul Rempp, Pastor, Christian Witness to Israel, Lyon, France 

It is a joy and a privilege to share with you a number of aspects relating to Jewish evangelism in France. These will be my “stories from France”. 

In order to understand Jewish evangelism in France and the difficulties associated with it, it is essential to understand something about France itself. France has a population of 63 million, out of which 1.5% are Protestants and 0.5% are Evangelicals. 

It is important to be aware that there are three kinds of country in Europe. First, there are the Eastern European countries which, until comparatively recently, were Communist; secondly, there are countries such as Germany, Switzerland, Great Britain, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Denmark, which have a Protestant background; thirdly there are countries such as Spain, Italy, Belgium and France whose backgrounds are Catholic. 

It should be noted that France was the only European country whose elite classes had been touched by the Reformation to remain Catholic, so terrible and long-lasting were the persecutions at the time of the Reformation and after. 

Although French Evangelicals have noticeably grown in number over the last thirty years1, they still experience the same difficulties as other religious minorities. This is because the prevailing philosophy of secularism, in which laity has transformed itself in laïcism, refuses all public expressions of religion. 

But an even stronger expression of intolerance is on the rise in France. In the Montreuil district of Paris, on the morning of Sunday 6th February 2005, the authorities interrupted services at four different Evangelical churches and turned out two of congregations for no legitimate reason. The sociologist Jean Baubérot and others protested against these "serious events", denouncing them as "a real hindrance to liberty of worship" and reminding the French public that such events had not occurred for over a century in France. 

"This is all the more worrying”, said Baubérot, a professor at l’Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, “in that it is not an isolated incident. We find ourselves as it were back in the 19th century, when certain forms of worship were recognized and others not. There were then the Wise Protestants and the Unwise ones; the latter being, even then, the Evangelicals." 

Now, the Unwise Protestants are those who actively spread the Gospel, in other words the Evangelicals. 

On 17th December 2006, French Television Channel 1 broadcast a report called Proselytizing from Cults during the 8pm News programme. The report was filled with inaccuracies that revealed the presenter’s ignorance, and presented Evangelical churches as "a sectarian movement". The French Evangelical Federation (FEF) was very shocked by the report and reacted strongly to it. 

On 24th January 2007, the Chairman of the French Protestant Federation (FPF) protested publicly against a report by the Parliamentary Enquiries Committee for Cults, which affected Associations Cultuelles, a privileged structure under which Protestant churches and/or Evangelical assemblies generally choose to register. 

On 5th April 2007, the same FPF Chairman expressed dismay at an enquiry launched by the security branch of the police force, in order to list all Evangelical associations. "The security authorities’ mission, said the chairman, is to prevent all forms of terrorism, city violence and threats to French society. No incident linked to church services can ever be included in such a mission.” 

The need is great indeed, and it is within this cultural context that we seek to take the gospel to the Jews of France. May I remind you that the French Jewish population numbers 700,000 and ranks third in the world after the USA and Israel. May I also remind you that there are as many French-speaking Jews in Israel as in France, this being partly explained by the massive immigration to Israel of French Sephardic Jews from Tunisia and Morocco, after the 1954 to 1961 "events" in North Africa. Algerian Jews preferred to immigrate to France, as documented on pages 237 to 243 in the second volume of Philippe Bourdrel’s The History of the Jews 
2

in France. 

More than two thirds of French Jews are of Sephardic origin, and 77% of the total Jewish population never attend a synagogue service. 

What difficulties do we meet as we seek to reach Jews in France? They vary in nature: 

-First of all, we encounter the common misconception (as Stan Telchin makes clear in his book Betrayed), which has developed as a result of two thousand years of history, that when a Jewish person becomes a disciple of Messiah Jesus they betray their ancestry, their roots and their family. 

-Secondly, there are the difficulties linked to The Shoah in the European and French context in particular. During World War II, the French Authorities and French Policemen handed thousands of Jews over to the Nazis, 76,000 of whom died in deportation. President Jacques Chirac has officially acknowledged the French State's guilt in this matter. 

-Thirdly, there is a very important practical element: most non-observant Jews in France do not wish to be identified openly as Jews. Some go as far as changing their names to hide the fact that they are Jewish. An engineer who regularly attends our Shepherd of Israel Bible Study Group is Jewish, but most of his work colleagues are not aware of it. The experience of being hidden from the Nazis during the Holocaust era and told never to reveal to anyone that he was Jewish deeply affected him. 

This creates a great problem because, except for in those few areas where fairly large numbers of observant Jews live, you can never be entirely sure whether anyone you talk to is Jewish or not. It is important, therefore, that in our evangelism we sow widely in the hope that by so doing we will reach Jewish people with the gospel. 

-Fourthly, we have to overcome the traditional biblical and theological differences between Judaism and Christianity. The Jewish people with whom I am in contact reflect the varied forms of Judaism in France. In my discussions with Jewish people, particularly with observant or believing Jews, I am increasingly struck by the general tendency on their part to deny the radical reality of sin as it is revealed in the Hebrew Scriptures and is received in evangelical Protestantism. 

In order for Jewish people to grasp the truth that it is impossible to be saved except by the grace of God, and to understand what genuine faith and repentance really means, let alone acknowledge that Yeshua is God's true Messiah, the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit is really necessary. 

The average Jewish person's lack of knowledge of the Scriptures is obvious, and the weight of Jewish Tradition, even if it is rather vague in certain cases, proves to be preponderant. 

-Fifthly, there are the difficulties in connection with Post-Modernism. Nowadays, in general, it is increasingly difficult to speak of the uniqueness of Messiah Jesus as the one and only way of salvation. This is true also in relation to the various currents within present day Judaisms, which tend to be universalistic and, in some cases, syncretistic. 

-Finally, there are Jewish ways of thinking that tend to be linked to Sephardic Judaism, which is the most influential current of Jewish religion in France. In the opinion of Jacques Guggenheim, the Sephardic mentality is one of the most severe barriers to Jewish evangelism in France. 

This Sephardic way of thinking, at least as one perceives it in France, tends to be emotional and psychological and anti-rational. The result is that many Sephardic Jews are gullible and superstitious, and are therefore open to New-Age ideas and Eastern mysticism. 

Having said that, some affinities do exist between the Jewish and Protestant communities in France, not least because they have a common history of persecution and many similar reference points. Jean Baubérot, Chairman for Higher Studies at the Sorbonne, has shown very well, in his work called Anti-Protestant Hatred3 the similarities between the hatred directed against Protestants and that expressed against the Jews. For instance, until the First World War, the antisemitic press was also anti-Protestant. Cartoons in the media caricatured Protestant pastors with ropes round their necks and on boards the accusations: "Outsider ", "Traitor", or "Jew". 

The recent work by Patrick Cabanel, Jews and Protestants in France, Elective Affinities, 16th-21st Century4, shows very clearly that these affinities between the Jewish and Protestant communities clearly exist. Two examples of this : During the infamous Dreyfuss Case (1894-1906) French Protestants expressed solidarity with the Jewish community, the Protestant population of Chambon-sur-Lignon saved the lives of 5,000 Jews during the Second World War. If I am not mistaken, I believe Le Chambon-sur-Lignon is the only township in the world to have been awarded the Medal of the Righteous from Israel. 

This kind of privileged position is an asset for promoting the gospel. That is why I think it is important for me to be more and more involved in associations such as the International League against Racism and Antisemitism (LICRA), and in developing contacts with other Jewish associations. This includes participation in historical, artistic, cultural and intellectual events. 

Over the last few months, as a Pastor and the representative of the Lyon Evangelical Fraternal (APPEL) to the Jewish communities and organizations, I have attended a number of meetings and commemorations. For example, I was present at a ceremony in the Lyon Town Hall for the posthumous presentations of three Medals of the Righteous. I was invited to the annual dinner of the Rhone-Alpes section of the CRIF (Representative Council of Jewish Institutions in France), which was also attended by the new Israeli Ambassador. I was also invited by one of the main leaders of the Lyon Jewish Community to his Legion of Honour ceremony, at which he was decorated in the Rhone Prefecture Hall in Lyon, and on Yom Hashoah I was asked to read a text and a list of names of Jewish people deported from France. I was one of about twelve representatives – Jewish, political, Catholic and Protestant – taking part in this way. In Paris I attended the Bicentenary of the Great Sanhedrin, held under the patronage of the French Republic President. Also in Paris, I went to the Shoah Memorial and to various events linked with the exhibition Underground Archives of the Warsaw Ghetto. I took this opportunity to officially offer a DVD recording of the film The Hiding Place and the book The Hidden Child to the Shoah Memorial Library. 

My participation in such events gives me the opportunity to extend my sympathy to the Jewish people and to show solidarity with them. It is a form of Christian love for one’s neighbour. I could give many examples of how these expressions of support also open doors for contact with other neighbours or with well-known personalities, according to the circumstances. 

This is all the more important, as we live at a time when we witness a resurgence of various kinds antisemitic activity. 

This being said, however, I wish to take the opportunity to say that France is not antisemitic, as such. We have the sternest laws against antisemitism in the whole of Europe and the present rise of antisemitic acts in France committed by extremists or unbalanced people of all kinds is rather an echo of the conflicts taking place in Israel between Palestinians and Jews. 

The number of Messianic Jews in France is estimated to be between 500 and 600, which is about one in a thousand of the French Jewish population. Ninety-five percent of these Messianic Jews are integrated into Evangelical Protestant churches or assemblies. The other 5% are affiliated to the few small existing Messianic assemblies. But it must be recognised that these assemblies are not well received by the French evangelical circles, possibly because they don't seek too much contact with the other evangelicals and also because they don't appear to be soundly grounded theologically. 

I believe there is a definite need for theological education directed towards all those who have a heart for the Jewish people, or who show interest in Israel. Some current ideas need to be replaced by solid Bible-based teaching and, in this respect, I think LCJE can play a uniting, as well as deepening part. In fact, the 7th European LCJE Conference in Dijon in 2001 took a very important first step in that direction. 

Having said that, it is worthwhile mentioning that in the last eighteen months three meetings have taken place, (the first in Paris, then two others in Lyon) which gathered together the leaders of nearly all the Christian organizations in France which have a heart for the Jewish people. At the most recent one, at the end of March in Lyon, four of those attending were appointed to further reflect on the possibility of a deeper cooperation between the societies we represent. Those four are respectively from Chosen People Ministries, Christian Witness to Israel, Jews for Jesus and The Messianic Testimony. The possibility of a French LCJE Committee was mentioned. Therefore please pray for the important meeting in Paris planned in the months to come to discuss this proposal further. 

Thank you for taking on board the information I have shared with you; above all, thank you for your prayers for France and for the spread of the gospel among the Jewish people of this country. 

Jean-Paul Rempp jpnremppbn@wanadoo.fr 
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