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Survival is a universal core value of world Jewry. Assimilation and intermarriage have historically been regarded as threats to Jewish survivability. And, in August of 2007, these two characteristics are widespread within Diaspora Jewry and matters to reckon with for Jewish evangelism. 

Jewish public policy discussions about assimilation and intermarriage reflect serious concerns. Early this year, sociologist Gary Tobin worriedly asked, “What difference does it make if Jewish survival is threatened by genocide or by the freedom to choose one’s marriage partner, if they both result in severe population loss?”1 Seeing that Jewish survival is at risk, communal planners generally agree that the glass as half empty and draining quickly. 

I would suggest that missiologists, students of Jewish evangelism and mission practitioners, should see the same glass as half full. At this point in Jewish history, we have before us a window of opportunity for strategic outreach to Jewish people worldwide. So, what are the current reports about Jewish assimilation and intermarriage? What are some of the missiological implications from both issues? 

Intermarriage 
Ten years ago, two American Jewish writers put a focus on the effects of Jewish intermarriage. Author and law professor, Alan M. Dershowitz wrote The Vanishing American Jew: In Search of Jewish Identity for the Next Century. His book reflected on the findings of the 1990 National Jewish Population Survey (NJPS). That was the demographic bombshell that reported more than half of American Jews had married gentiles since 1985. It tracked an ominous upward trend that had doubled in just one decade. 

Dershowitz speculated in his book that the result of intermarriage would be that, “The chances of young, contemporary Jews having Jewish grandchildren and great-grandchildren, with the exception of the Orthodox, are increasingly remote.”2 Dershowitz suggested that Jewish education would be the salvation of American Jewry. That was at the same time that a son was marrying an irreligious Irish Catholic woman. 

Elliot Abrams, wrote Faith or Fear in that same year.3 His solution for the only hope to stem the tide of American Jewish intermarriage was a return to Judaism. Religious culture was, in his view, the answer to a waning desire to be Jewish. However, in the face of his solution was the documented trend that American Jewry no longer wants an unambiguous connection to Judaism. Fully 63% of American Jews were unaffiliated by 1990 and the rate was trending downward. Intermarriage and religious disaffiliation were already common symptoms of a change in American Jewish life. 

The 2000/2001 National Jewish Population Survey further showed that the Jewish trend toward intermarriage in America had not abated. Even after adjusting the criteria for Jewishness, in an apparent attempt to slow the reported intermarriage rate, the percentage of American Jews who married gentiles had changed little. 

In response, Jewish policy focused on how to encourage intermarried Jews to “make Jewish choices.” In 2004, Sylvia Barack Fishman chaired a Brandeis University study that, for the first time, acknowledged the new social reality: Out marriage (exogamy) is the preferred American Jewish norm in spite of calls for the opposite from communal leaders.4 
The Brandeis study sought to understand the ways in which couples negotiated ethnic and religious characteristics of their households. The goal of the study was to find out how these new families are coalescing, forming a new normative form of Judaism that is composed of American and Jewish cultures. The only acceptable denominator for determining Jewish identity, according to the Barack Fishman study, is some relationship to Judaism. Working with that assumption, there is no room for a category called Jesus-believing-Jews. The Brandeis study sought solutions to intermarriage that were limited to possibilities from within the domain of Judaism. 

In the same year, I published a research study into the challenges faced by intermarried Jewish-gentile couples.5 Five key challenges were identified as threats to marital stability and survivability for Jewish-gentile couples. Two of those challenges in particular, have been identified as appropriate points for strategic mission to the Jewish people. We highlighted an inability to find spiritual harmony and some of the tensions over the spiritual enculturation of children for mission response.6 The appropriate application of Gospel ministry in these two areas of Jewish-gentile family life is where our energies ought to be focused. 

Traditional Jewish communal responses have debated whether to cut off American intermarried couples as a drain on precious financial resources or to take an inclusive approach for the sake of enlarging the metaphorical tent. In November 2006, prominent Jewish sociologist, Steven M. Cohen has argued that, based on data of the 2001 National Jewish Population Survey, the Jewish community in America has divided into two distinct parts. Jews who marry out, he said, will lead to a diminished Jewish community and an irrelevant Judaism. Jewish-Gentile couples and their families are a quantitative threat to Jewish survival. 

Therefore, he called on Jewish policy makers to throw all community funded responses to those who qualitatively support the ethnic and religious dimensions of Jewish life. This controversial approach advocates abandoning the Jewish intermarried, their children and extended families. More than marginalizing the intermarried, Cohen advocates turning a back to their spiritual needs.7 
Here it is helpful to note that Jewish-Gentile intermarriage, declining Jewish birth rates and disaffiliation from Judaism are all characteristics of Diaspora Jewish life. All three are symptoms of the larger issue – assimilation. Turning to this subject, we are mo longer reporting mainly from the American Jewish context. 

Assimilation 
A 2005 demographic study reported on a worldwide trend toward intermarriage, predominantly outside of Israel.8 Global figures reflect an international trend that is similar to what was found taking place in America. 

According to the Jewish People Policy Planning Institute Annual Assessment, during the last 25 years, Jewish people in the former Soviet Union (FSU) have intermarried at a rate of 80%. The Jerusalem Post reported in May this year that the rate was closer to 90%. Even an experiment with “secular Judaism” among FSU Jewry had failed.9 Evidence of an assimilation trend continues to follow FSU Jewry as they migrate to Poland and Germany. 

During that same period of time, European Jews have married gentiles at a rate between 40 and 60 percent depending on the country surveyed. Recent studies have reported that Jewry in Australia have intermarried 55% of the time. We have already mentioned the intermarriage rate of 52% in the United States. In Latin America the Jewish-gentile intermarriage rate is 45%. In the context of assimilation, we are just observing the intermarriage rate as one symptom. 

The Jewish homeland is not concerned with the same sort of assimilation as an internal threat. The impact of any potential repatriation of Arabs into Israel is the subject for another paper. However, two years ago, the Israeli paper HaAretz reported that 10% of all Israelis are intermarried. That is not the rate of intermarriage, just the overall population figure. It becomes noteworthy when compared to the United States, where the total of Jews who are intermarried is 34%. 

Jewish-gentile marriages are now a global phenomenon of world Jewry. As just one symptom of assimilation, sociologists are right to investigate the survival of the Jewish people. Recently, Binyamin Netanyahu gave voice to a broad sentiment within Israel when he said that the Jewish homeland is the only hope for Diaspora Jewry. 

Beyond intermarriage, we have to consider Jewish birthrates and affiliation to Judaism to take a measure of assimilation trends. For figures regarding declining Jewish birthrate I return to the vibrant context of the United States. Over the past 25 years US Jewry has been unable to produce enough babies to keep up with the death rate even with support of immigration from the FSU. In spite of absorbing Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union and Israel, the US Jewish population has been dropping by over 50,000 per year since 2000. 

That rate of Jewish population decrease in the United States, coupled with a Jewish population increase in the State of Israel, resulted in a demographic shift last year. In 2006, the Jewish population of Israel became the largest of any other country in the world, finally surpassing that of the U.S. 

Disaffiliation from Judaism is a third indicator of assimilation. The 1990 NJPS reported that 63% of American Jews were no longer affiliated with any Jewish institutions. Jewish communal leaders have lamented that the trend is evidenced by a waning will to be Jewish. Felix Posen, reflecting on the 2001 American Jewish Identity Survey concluded, “Secularism is a serious source of conviction for some Jews…(and)…a serious existential condition for a great many more.” While 80% of American Jews may say that they observe some form of Passover ritual, rabbinical forces carry diminishing authority as social opinion makers. Even in Israel, where a substantial number of Israelis declare themselves “traditional” adherents of Judaism, rabbinical authority is waning, as evidenced by the ebb and flow in the political arena. 

Some missiological implications 
First, we should affirm that survival of the Jewish people depends on the will of God according to His word. The Jewish people did not create, sustain and preserve themselves through their own vitality or ingenuity. The purpose for the Jewish people is ensured by the grace of our sovereign, covenant-keeping God.10 His promise to the descendants of Abraham that He will preserve a people, for His own namesake, is the assurance for Jewish survival. 

Who could do a better job, than the Lord has done for more the three millennia, in preserving the lineage of Israel’s children? To clarify then, Jewish survival is not our foremost mission. Jewish evangelism does care about the Jewish people in their historical settings. In a time when assimilation and intermarriage increasingly characterize Diaspora Jewry, what should be the focus of our missiological response? 

Jewish evangelism is first of all concerned with the spiritual state of the Jewish people? Assimilation and intermarriage are not necessarily outcomes of alienation from God in all cases. However, they could indicate the spiritual estrangement of some. How should we focus our ministry? The Lord’s answer for spiritual alienation is the salvation of all people, Jewish and gentile, in His son Jesus.11 
This is not the first historical period during which Jewry has been diluted by intermarriage. This is also not the first time that Diaspora Jewry has been challenged by assimilation. No doubt the same concerns were raised when the “mixed multitude” came out of Egypt with the sons of Israel.12 Survival, assimilation and intermarriage were issues after the first dispersions among Assyrian, Babylonian and Persian populations; again in the days of the Hasmoneans; and at the time of the Roman occupation and subsequent dispersions that have lasted nearly two millennia until now. We agree, survival of the Jewish people depends on the covenant grace of God. The salvation of the Jewish remnant, as with any people group, depends uniquely on Jesus. He is the only hope for eternal life. I suggest then that the primary missiological response to the issues of assimilation and intermarriage is a focus on evangelism. Our message is that God, who has been the shield of Israel, has provided salvation to the remnant of His people. 

A second missiological implication is that intermarriage is from our perspective an opportunity. We understand the fear and uncertainty voiced by Jewish writers like Lawrence M. Reisman, who said “we are obsessed with intermarriage.”13 We should be empathetic with the intense interest in Jewish survival. Yet, our mission goal ought not to be in helping Jewish-gentile couples and their families make “Jewish choices” (as is the primary effort of the Interfaith Family network). Jewish-gentile couples are facing complex sociological challenges. Moreover, they are hurting spiritually. Our emphasis should be on helping Jewish-gentile couples and their families find the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and his Savior Jesus. The integration of two ethnic worlds is possible through spiritual harmony and eternal life in Him. 

The third missiological implication is that as Diaspora Jews are assimilating we have an opportunity to extend holistic ministry to their families as well. We need to think in terms of strategic efforts to reach the children of Jewish-gentile families with the gospel. We are staring at open doors to speak spiritual hope to a younger generation. Some have already responded to this opportunity. 

We can offer children an appreciation for their Jewish heritage. Bible study is an entry point by which we can offer children a firm spiritual foundation for their lives through faith in Messiah Jesus. We are already witnessing a generation of Jesus-believing Jews growing up in Israel as a product of summer camps and youth fellowships over the past 30 years. Evidence of that same sort of fruitfulness is visible in the Diaspora, especially in the United States. It is a direct result of camp ministries like Jews for Jesus Camp Gilgal, youth fellowships coming through the Messianic congregational movement and backyard Bible ministries like Club Maccabee. 

Indeed, the glass is half full if we recognize the strategic and specific missiological opportunity that is present amidst the issues of assimilation and intermarriage. 
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