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INTRODUCTION

The World Adventist-Jewish Friendship Center (WJFC) serves the world
community with love and compassion, embracing God’s call to “comfort
my people” with a reconciling message of “hope, faith and love.” WJFC is
one expression of the historic Adventist movement continuing the church’s
commitment to proclaim Bible truths to every person.
The Adventist-Jewish Conference held in Jerusalem in 2006 was a historic
event for the Seventh-day Adventist Church. The Conference adopted a
statement (see page 202) defining a wide range of relationships between the
Seventh-day Adventist Church and Jewish people. This ground-breaking
statement will serve to create a better understanding among church members,
Jewish people, and the world community.
The Seventh-day Adventist Church takes its message and mission from the
Bible. Holding the sacredness of God’s Word as a fundamental pillar of faith,
this value forms a natural bond with Jewish people. The Seventh-day Adventist
Church owes a huge appreciation to the Jewish faith for sacredly guarding the
historic truths of the Bible.
As the conference materials find a place in the hearts of sincere seekers of
truth, may God bind us together in hope, faith, love, and mission.
Michael L. Ryan
Vice-President
General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists
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PREFACE
The fact that the Seventh-day Adventist movement takes its inspiration,
mandate, and identity from the Bible brings us into close connection with Jewish believers in God.
For example, a passage that has always had special importance to us is the
prophecy in Revelation 14:6-13. It is directed to “those who live on the earth—
to every nation, tribe, language and people” but also to God’s holy people who
have “obedience to God’s commandments and faithfulness to Jesus.” Letting
this prophecy define our identity, it is obvious that Adventists are called to
befriend and seek to understand also the Jewish people wherever they may live
in the world.
This is so, not only because the Jews are a distinct people in the world, but
because of the special affinity that exists between Adventists and Jews. Our
Christian faith was born among Jewish people, the first Christians were Jews,
and even today Adventists have many things in common with Jewish practices
and beliefs in that we share respect for and obedience to the Hebrew Bible
of Jesus, seeking to understand New Testament Christianity from its Jewish
roots—long before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls. For this and other
reasons, Ellen White gave some very clear and strong counsel to our church,
urging us to seriously consider our affinity with Jewish people and seek to find
ways of introducing them to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.
With this background, the Trans-European Division of the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists worked with other valued partners in the
General Conference—the office of Adventist Mission and the World AdventistJewish Study Centre—to organize the special conference near Jerusalem which
took place in February 2006. The most important of the papers presented and
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discussed on that occasion have been collected here for the benefit of different
readers. We hope it will stimulate a heightened mutual interest in AdventistJewish relations from both Adventists and Jews.
As Adventists, we believe in God as Creator—not only as Originator but
as One who continues to sustain His creation by on going saving acts. In this
mission of God to the world, we believe that He has made Jesus our Saviour,
the Lord of our life, and Priestly Mediator between God and us, and that God’s
promises of a new heaven and a new earth will be fulfilled when Jesus Christ
comes as Ruler of the Universe. While we wish to share these treasures of our
faith with all other peoples, we also understand that we are called to meet others with respect and humility. True mission can only take place in friendship
and trust as we recognize our mutual dependence on God who created us all.
It is therefore vital that we understand what Adventists and Jews have in common, that we remove obstacles and prejudice that prevent us from talking to
each other in full confidence, and that we learn to communicate about the important matters of faith in a language that we both can understand. These were
some of the considerations that influenced us to invite various speakers on specific topics in order to take stock of where we stand and how we can improve
relations with our Jewish friends.
As you read the articles in this book prayerfully and thoughtfully, it is our
deep wish that God will bless you and let His face shine upon you, that He will
send His Spirit over you and fill your heart with joy and peace.
Bertil Wiklander
President
Trans-European Division
General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists
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Section I.
Experiencing
Jewish Thinking

Chapter 1

JESUS THE JEW

(Matthew 4:1-11; 22:34-40)
BERTIL WIKLANDER

Scripture Reading: Matthew 4:1-11
Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil.
After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came
to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become
bread.” Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone,
but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” Then the devil
took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the
temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For
it is written: ‘He will command his angels concerning you, and they will
lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a
stone.’” Jesus answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your
God to the test.’” Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and
showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. “All this
I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” Jesus
said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord
your God, and serve him only.’” Then the devil left him, and angels came
and attended him. (NIV, stands for “The New International Version”).
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Adventists and Jews agree on one obvious fact about Jesus: that he was a
Jew. However, the far-reaching implications of this recognition for understanding Jesus the Messiah tend to be routinely passed over.
The biblical gospels underline that Jesus was born a Jew. Look at the genealogies in Matthew and Luke! Look at the setting of the story of Jesus! And look
at various other biblical evidences! But this is where Jesus’ Jewishness stops
for many. In his teaching, it is often said, Jesus brought something new. We all
know he did. But when this is taken a step further, to a denial of the theology
of Jesus as being Jewish, I disagree. And this morning’s devotional is going to
be an argument in favor of the idea that Jesus was a Jewish teacher and a Jewish
theologian.
Before we look more closely at the Scripture reading this morning, a comment is appropriate on the reasons for the denial of the Jewish roots of the
theology of Jesus. Abraham Joshua Heschel has put it this way:
The Christian message, which in its origins intended to be an affirmation
and culmination of Judaism, became very early diverted into a repudiation and negation of Judaism; obsolescence and abrogation of Jewish faith
became conviction and doctrine; the new covenant was conceived not as
a new phase or disclosure but as abolition and replacement of the ancient
one; theological thinking fashioned its terms in a spirit of antithesis to Judaism. Contrast and contradiction, rather than acknowledgement of roots;
relatedness and indebtedness, became the perspective. Judaism a religion
of law; Christianity a religion of grace; Judaism teaches a God of wrath,
Christianity a God of love; Judaism a religion of slavish obedience, Christianity the conviction of free men; Judaism is particularism, Christianity
is universalism; Judaism seeks work-righteousness, Christianity preaches
faith-righteousness; the teaching of the old covenant a religion of fear, the
gospel of the new covenant a religion of love (1990:320).

In the history of the Sabbath, scholars have demonstrated how one of the
primary factors in the change of Sabbath to Sunday was the attempt to distance
the early Christian church from Judaism and from the Torah. The denial of
Jesus’ Jewishness went hand in hand with the denial of the biblical Sabbath and
many other original truths that the early Christians shared with Judaism.
As Seventh-day Adventists we believe in the sanctity of the biblical Sabbath
and understand church history as a movement away from God’s original truth.
And on that basis we call Christians to Bible-based reform. We may therefore
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ask ourselves if our calling should not include more than bringing back the
biblical Sabbath and certain other doctrines. We may ask if we are not also
called to bring back a better understanding of long-neglected truths revealed
in the Hebrew Testament and cherished in Judaism and if we are not called to
be friends of the Jews.
Let us now look at the temptation narrative in Matthew. Anyone who knew
the Torah would see that it is openly linked to Deut 6-8 at its three crucial
points: the three answers of Jesus are direct quotations from these chapters.
The principles which determine the attitude of the Son of God at the moment
of temptation are taken from Deut 6-8.
I note in passing here that the principle generally applied throughout Jewish scribal circles, was that biblical texts and exegetical traditions dealing with
the same theme were brought in to interpret each other.
Let us first consider the context. The temptation is clearly related to Jesus’
baptism. As Jesus steps out of the waters of the Jordan River, the Spirit of God
descends upon him and a heavenly voice pronounces him “Son of God.” Then
he is led by the Spirit into the wilderness to undergo the temptations, two of
which begin with the words “If you are the Son of God.” Thus, the term “Son of
God” is the key term in the story.1
What did “the Son of God” mean to Jews when Matthew wrote the gospel?
Studies have shown that this expression was closely associated with the election
and the covenant and that Israel had been accustomed to thinking of herself
as a chosen people, as God’s covenant people, and as God’s son. In Exod 4:22ff
Israel is called the Son of God for the first time: “Then say to Pharaoh, ‘Israel
is my first-born son . . . Let my son go, so he may worship me.’” This language
is also cultivated by the prophets. God chose his people Israel, who became his
son, by delivering them from Egypt, by leading them during their wandering
in the wilderness, and by revealing himself and his will in the covenant-making
at Sinai.
The sacred texts spoke not only about Israel as God’s son, but they also
spoke about the Messiah, the king, as God’s son. God says to David about his
son Solomon, “I will be his father, and he will be my son” (2 Sam 7:14).
So, at the time of Jesus, the idea of Israel as God’s son and that of the Anointed One, the Messiah, as God’s son existed side by side in the sacred texts. The
same thing can be observed in Jewish texts that were written at the time of
Jesus: the idea of Israel as God’s son was alive, but there were also references
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to the Messiah as God’s son, something which has become strongly evidenced
through the published Qumran texts (see e.g., 4Q Flor).
Besides “Son of God,” the word “tempt” is the most important in the temptation narrative. This is related to Deut 8:2 where it says that God has led Israel
in the wilderness for forty years to humble and to test the people and to discipline it “as a man disciplines his son” (verse 5). The Hebrew word for tempt is
nissah. It means “to test” (by trial) and occurs in covenant texts, where God is
testing his people or a pious man. It seems to imply a testing of a partner in the
covenant to see whether he is keeping his side of the agreement. When the Old
Testament speaks of God testing his covenant son, “tempting” him, it means
that God arranges a test to find out if his son is true to the covenant or not. The
test is to establish if he has faith in God and trusts him, believing that he will
faithfully and lovingly keep his promises and honor his side of the obligations
agreed on. God would give peace to Israel his son by being near them, being
in their midst, being with them. Examples of this testing are found in Gen 22,
Exod 16:4, and Deut 8:2; 13:2 ff. The central idea behind the “temptation” is to
find out about the person’s real attitude to God, what he has “in his heart.”
The Rabbinic literature has many variations on the idea that God tests his
son whom he loves. A play on words was popular among the Rabbis. The term
nissah meaning “tempt” could also be given the meaning “exalt,” sliding into a
similarly written verb, by giving the middle letter a different sound for “s.” This
double meaning gave rise to sentences such as the following: “The Lord tempts
the righteous—this means that the Holy One, blessed be he, never exalts a man
without first having tested and tempted him; if that man withstands the temptation, then he exalts him” (Jastrow, 1950: nissah).
There is yet another matter to be noted here. Jesus states plainly in Matt
22:37-40 that the first and greatest commandment is the commandment to love
God with all your faculties and that together with the commandment to love
your neighbor it forms the basis upon which all the Torah and the Prophets
depend. This commandment is part of the so-called Shema’ Israel (“Hear, O
Israel”) confession in Deut 6:4-5: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord your God, the Lord
is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your strength.”
Every righteous Jew in Jesus’ time would recite these words morning and
evening. It was part of their worship. The text in Deuteronomy said that this
commandment should “be upon your hearts, . . . talk about them when you sit
at home and when you walk on the road, when you lie down and when you get
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up.” This commandment set the standard for a righteous Jew, for one who was
faithful to the covenant, for the son of God, for Israel as well as for Messiah. So,
these are now the testing points of Jesus as he is led into the wilderness to be
tempted. They are testing points for a righteous Jew.
So, what does love with all your heart, soul, and strength mean? The heart
is the place where the will and the longing are seated. The soul is the life in the
body. The strength is the property, power, and money that a man possesses. The
commandment says: “Love your God with all your will and longing, all your
life and body, all your power, and possessions.”
Having equipped ourselves from the Jewish context, let us now read the
text. At the baptism, Jesus receives the Spirit and God confirms that he is God’s
chosen and beloved (chosen) son. Like Israel, saved from the Red Sea, he then
goes into the desert to be tempted. The temptation is to demonstrate if he is
God’s son, that is, if he loves his heavenly father as God’s son would do. How is
this carried out? By an examination which will show if he loves his Father with
all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength (mamon). So, there
are three tests.
At first, Jesus is exposed to painful hunger, testing his heart. (The desires
that want to divide the heart before God was, according to the Jewish teachers,
first of all the animal instincts: hunger, thirst, sexual desires, and so on). The
devil seeks to bring him to give in to hunger, distrust the Father’s provision and
take the food issue into his own hands, as Israel had done in the desert. But
Jesus rejects the temptation with the words that man shall first of all live by that
which comes from the mouth of God, which means that his heart must not be
divided by the animal instincts. If his heart is pure, that is, undivided, he will
see God which is the fulfillment of the longing of his heart.
Then he is encouraged to throw himself down from the highest point of the
temple, putting his life and body at risk, and by so doing to demand from God
a miraculous interference saving him from death. But Jesus rejects the temptation with the words that you shall not tempt God, which in this case would
have meant an act of selfishly demanding from God that he preserve your soul
(life) from death.
Finally, Jesus is being offered all the mamon of the world—all power and
riches in the world—on condition that he fall down and worship the devil; that
he apostatizes from the only true God and falls into idolatry. But Jesus rejects
the temptation with the words of the covenant that you shall worship the Lord
your God and serve him only. He loves God with all his strength (mamon).
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Jesus has successfully stood the test. He has proven himself as a righteous
part of Israel, as God’s son. And his exaltation is envisaged in the final words
that “angels came and attended him,” which anticipates his exaltation into
heaven after his resurrection.
Jesus’ righteousness is described in Jewish terms. The story reveals a deep
analysis of the secret of Jesus’ relationship to his heavenly Father. It is said about
him that his authenticity and legitimacy as God’s son consisted in having the
right, full, and abundant love to God: the love of the full heart, the full soul,
and the full strength. This introductory text to the gospel story shows that Jesus
has “heard” and “understood” what God is requiring and that he is prepared to
do God’s will. What follows in the gospel then illustrates how Jesus did this in
reality by word and deed.
I have chosen this text for our devotional to illustrate that Jesus was a Jew
not only by birth and culture, but in his teaching, in his beliefs, in his life, and
in his example. It is true that Matthew wrote his gospel for a Jewish audience.
This meant that he could choose from the traditions about Jesus those elements
which sustained his identity as the promised Messiah.
But I also have a second purpose. In setting this thoroughly Jewish example
before us of how to live righteously as Seventh-day Adventists, I am reminding us all at the beginning of this conference that we stand to gain by becoming friends with believing Jewish people, by studying their texts, by gaining
their insights into righteous and godly living. This will help us to become more
Christ-like, because Jesus was a Jew.
Based on the Torah, Jesus teaches us in the gospel of Matthew three things:
what it means to love God with all our heart, with all our soul, and all our
strength.
The purity and holiness that God expects in a human being is not the external observance that builds walls between pure and impure (Matt 15:1-20).
It is the purity of the heart, which brings what is good to other people. What is
declined is “evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.” In Matt 5:17-20 we see how the abundant righteousness before
God expresses itself in a self-sacrificing, generous attitude to our neighbor: not
being angry with a brother, not breaking the marriage even in the heart, not
getting advantages by oaths and assurances, but rewarding evil with good and
meeting enemies and persecutors with love and prayer. This is to love God with
all your heart, and those who are pure in heart will see God.
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Along with this goes a preparation for sacrifice. One who loves God with
all his soul is prepared to meet sufferings and hardship, even putting his life at
stake in order to fulfill the will of God. He can be part of God’s saving works
even if he must pay with his life (10:5-39). Sacrificing your life to bring fruit for
the kingdom is a constant theme in Matthew, in the word about the salt (5:13),
in the parables of the mustard seed and the yeast (13:31-33).
Loving God defines our attitude to property, prosperity, and power. One
who loves God with all his strength (mamon) will not “devour widows’ houses”
and for a show make “lengthy prayers” (23:14). His inside will not be filled with
greed and self-indulgence (23:25). He does not exalt himself at the expense of
others and is not directed by the desire to win glory and status in the “eyes” of
men (6:1-6, 16-21; 23:2-12). He shares what he has. He sacrifices what he owns
for God’s sake. If God demands that he renounce all that he owns, he does so
(19:16-30). He accepts to be counted as a “friend of tax collectors and sinners”
(11:19).
His life is like a seed that falls into the ground and dies in order to bear fruit
(cf. John 12:24).
The theme of our conference is “Comfort my people. . . !” The greatest
comfort we can bring to Jews and ourselves is to receive the life of Jesus, his
example, his sacrifice, his victory. It should not be difficult to share this with
Jewish friends when the gospel writers themselves present Jesus as a Jew, as
God’s son, as Messiah.
Jacques Doukhan notes:
It was not the Messiah–the issue of Jesus–that caused problems for the Jew,
but the abrogation of the law that went with it. Indeed, Jewish tradition and
history attest to a great number of messianic views and experiences that
blurred and even crossed the borders between Judaism and Christianity,
messianic views that are at times bolder than the Christian counterpart
(2004:80).

By God’s grace we can begin to talk to the Jews of Jesus as their brother.
And for ourselves, we may relate more consciously to Jesus as the righteous
Jew, the son of God, the Messiah of God for Israel, the one who was promised
to father Abraham.
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Note
1

My approach is based on Birger Gerhardsson’s The Testing of God’s Son. 1966.
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Chapter 2

CONTINUITY AND DISCONTINUITY BETWEEN
THE CHURCH AND ISRAEL
GUNNAR PEDERSEN
Towards an Adventist Understanding of the Relationship
Between the Jewish and Christian Religions
The issue regarding the relationship between the Christian and Jewish religions has a long and painful history. No one concerned with this relationship
can afford to ignore the past tensions, conflicts, traumas, misunderstandings,
vilifications, and violence. The issues are crucial as Christianity, according to
the New Testament, emerged out of Second Temple Judaism and thus Christianity is linked to the Jewish religion.
The historic theological models for understanding this relationship are
well known. From a Jewish perspective Christianity has generally been seen as
a misguided and subversive messianic movement while from a Christian perspective the Supercessionist or Replacement models have been dominant until
post-enlightenment times when pluralist and dispensational approaches arose
which define the relationships as parallel ways to God. However, the Replacement model, closely related to the Supercessionist model, remained Christian
Orthodoxy prior to modern times.
The Replacement view simply states that in response to the Jewish rejection
of Jesus as the Messiah, God simply transferred the promises and privileges
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from the Jews to the Gentiles so that the Jews are just as shut out as the Gentiles were before. A particular theology of divine election seems to underpin
this approach reflected in medieval and later Calvinist views. Especially the
Presbyterian and Puritan versions saw the church as inheriting all the rights
and privileges of the synagogue; thus, their theological usage of the Old Testament’s Theocratic Israel motif as a defining model for the church and its role
in the world.
Seventh-day Adventism emerged as an eschatological reform movement
within Protestant Christianity at large and one could accordingly expect that
due to its reformatory objectives this movement would eventually reflect on the
issues of ecclesiology and thus the relationship of the church to its Jewish roots.
While Adventism has inherited the language of the traditions from which it
emerged, with some modifications due to a different American understanding
of the theology of election, the real potential for reassessing Replacement Theology seems potentially present in the methodological principle undergirding
the Adventist confession.
This methodological confession claims to continue the Protestant Sola
Scriptura principle expressed as a creedal formulation by early Adventists as
follows: “The Bible is our only Creed.” To equate Scripture with a creed implies that its adherents have committed themselves to a particular approach
to the Bible; an approach in which Scripture must be allowed to tell its own
story on its own premises. Methodologically, this is a daunting challenge but
it means that as a community of faith, Adventism has a pre-commitment to let
its beliefs, practices, and formulations be formed and reformed by the biblical
narrative; thus, the Adventist community is in principle open for change and
modifications in its theological views as its ultimate aim is to be guided by the
biblical meta-narrative.
The primary perspective in this paper is that Second Temple Judaism and
its Holy Scripture (Torah, Prophets, and Writings) and not Hellenism constitutes the proper historical-theological setting for assessing the relationship of
the Christian and Jewish religions. Biblically, this paper will primarily focus on
Paul’s retelling of the Jewish religious story in Romans chapters 9-11 and thus
assess how he connects it to the emerging Christian confession.
Furthermore, this paper is tentative and suggestive in its intent and assumes a considerable pre-understanding with regard to the biblical narrative
and the themes under discussion. This paper will accordingly focus on the big
meta-narrative in which Paul is theologically rethinking his understanding
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of Israel and thus its practical rather than technical, academic, and exegetical
matters. The approach will be biblical-theological and will proceed in the following steps:
· Exegetical assertions (What did Paul say?)
· Theological interpretation (Why did Paul believe what he did?)
· Systematic reflections (How does it apply to us?)

Exegetical Assertions
Paul’s retelling of the Jewish story in Romans chapters 9-11 and its connection to the emerging Christ-confessing community is central in the New
Testament. These chapters do not appear to be an afterthought or appendix to
his real concerns in the Epistle to the Romans but an integral part of the epistle
as a whole. A brief review of the structural themes in the first eight chapters
not only undergirds his retelling of the story in chapters 9-11 but actually represents the narratives that generally constitute the main themes of the Israelite
Jewish worldview: namely creation, fall, promise, covenant, election, exodus,
Torah, exile, and the visions for the future renewal of Israel and the world.
It appears to be axiomatic for Paul, in his retelling of the Israelite story in
Romans 9-11, that the Messiah has arrived and that a new and final chapter
has thus opened in the Israelite story. Paul defined the gospel as the good news
about Jesus as the Christ our Lord (Rom 1:1-6). Thus the preamble to the epistle constitutes the first premise on which his arguments rest, namely that Christ
is the goal and climax of the preceding Israelite story (Rom 10:4). Therefore
the belief that the long-awaited promises to Israel were now in the process of
being fulfilled is the central key to the entire epistle in general and to his Israel
theology in particular.

Romans 9
Paul introduces his Israel theology with a lament in the style of the exilic
prophets and then proceeds to say: “Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the
divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the
promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, for ever praised! Amen” (Rom 9:3-5). Paul
lists the privileges granted by God to the descendants of Jacob; a statement that
fully correlates with Romans chapter 3, where he summarizes the advantage of
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being a Jew. Despite his severe critique of the past sinfulness of Israel he nevertheless says: “What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or what value is
there in circumcision? Much in every way! First of all they have been entrusted
with the very words of God” (Rom 3:1-2). A sentiment echoed in the repeated
phrase “Jew first then Gentile” (Rom 2:9-11).
This assertion not only assumed but introduced the theme of God’s election of Israel. It is clear that Paul believed that Israel was elected for a purpose
that transcended itself, namely to communicate the divine answer to the human predicament. He said: “Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; you rely on the
law and brag about your relationship to God; if you know his will and approve
of what is superior because you are instructed by the law; if you are convinced
that you are a guide of the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you have in the law the
embodiment of knowledge and truth” (Rom 2:17-20).
Despite Paul’s severe critique of Israel’s unfaithfulness and continued failure in fulfilling God’s covenant purpose (Rom 2:1-3:20), so obvious from the
Old Testament narrative, Paul nevertheless insists that to be the bearer of God’s
solution to the world’s problem was an advantage even when history reveals
that those who are the bearer of the solution are themselves participating in
the problem (Rom 11:29). Paul actually insists that their unfaithfulness cannot
cancel God’s promise or faithfulness. Thus Paul actually insists that God does
not abandon his plan for Israel and the world because of human failure.
Having thus asserted the advantages of being a Jew, Paul then addressed
the critical question why only some Jews have responded to God’s redemptive
acts now revealed in Jesus. If privileged, why did not all respond positively?
Paul’s first line of argument is that while physical descent places one in pole
position regarding God’s promise, such descent does not automatically constitute one as a child of God (Rom 9). Paul’s main contention is that not everyone
“who descends from Israel is Israel” (Rom 9:6). There is more to being a child
of God than physical descent: an assertion that he supports by reference to
the formative storyline regarding Isaac–Ishmael, and Jacob–Esau and the preexilic condition of Israel at the time of Isaiah (Rom 9:6-27).
Paul accordingly concluded “it is not the natural children who are God’s
children, but it is the children of promise who are regarded as Abraham’s offspring” (Rom 9:8). However, Paul adds that the promise in itself does not qualify them either. Paul affirms that they failed to attain the right status in relation
to God because “they pursued it not by faith” (Rom 9:32); a statement he then
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backed by a reference to the religious state of Israel in the days of Isaiah (Rom
9:33). This assertion fully correlates with his previous lengthy exposition of
the crucial role of a genuine faith response affirmed by Moses in the Abraham
narrative (Rom 4:1-25). While physical descent within the line of promise thus
places a person in pole position in terms of participating in God’s blessing, it
is the response of faith and faithfulness to God’s promise that is the ultimate
qualifier, according to Paul.
The logic of Paul thus implies that just as only some descendants of Abraham in the past responded appropriately, so in the present not all respond appropriately. Thus this is not a new phenomenon in the Israelite storyline, nor
is it surprising, nor does it mean that God’s plan with Israel has failed (Rom
9:6).

Romans 10
In Romans 10, Paul then addresses an implied objection to his assertion
that the majority of the contemporary Jews do not respond appropriately. Objectors might argue that they have zeal for God. Yes, they have zeal for God but
it is ‘not based on knowledge’ says Paul (Rom 10:2). There appears to be some
problem with their understanding. Paul provided a lengthy exposition on the
kind of knowledge that would be considered true knowledge regarding God’s
present faithfulness revealed in the story of Jesus. His argument is essentially a
summary of his messianic understanding of God’s redemption as already presented in the first eight chapters of the Epistle to the Romans. In this summary
Paul once more utilized the Deuteronomic promise regarding God’s solution to
the past and present failures of Israel. The Mosaic principle is that a mere possession of the word is insufficient but that the inward response of faith and the
outward confession is the secret of being a true Jew (Rom 10:1-15).
Paul thus argued that something went wrong in their process of understanding (Rom 10:3). There is a knowledge of Christ which, according to Paul,
is crucial and of which they are presently ignorant. However, the implied issue
seems to be concerned with whether this ignorance is imposed or self-inflicted
(Rom 10:4-17). Paul proceeded to address these implied questions in a series
of rhetorical questions.
First Question: He asked: “Did they not hear? Of course they did” (Rom
10:18). Paul affirms that it was not because they were bypassed with regard to
the story of Jesus. So what is the problem? Is the message incomprehensible?
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Second Question: Paul then asked: “Did they not understand?” (Rom10:19).
To this question he provides a sobering answer. Quoting Moses’ description of
the state of spirituality in Israel during their sojourn in the desert, thus voicing the assessment of God, he said: “All day long I have held out my hand to a
disobedient and obstinate people” (Rom 10:21). It was not incomprehensibility
of the message nor was it a mental incapacity to comprehend but a disobedient, unwilling, and rebellious spirit that is the problem according to Paul. His
appeal to the Mosaic narrative shows that he did not regard this as a new problem within Israel. His previous reference to the antidote prescribed in Deut 30
(Rom 3:28-29), further confirmed that, according to Paul, Israel, like the Gentiles, has a spiritual attitude problem which election by itself did not cure.
This observation perfectly correlates with his previous assertion in Rom
1:20-3:20 reaffirmed in Rom 7:7-8:17 namely that Israel shares in the universal
human predicament of sin. Since Adam, all of humanity has possessed a naturally hostile attitude to God (Rom 8:6). Although the Jew was elected by God
to be the bearer of the redemptive solution, this privilege did not exempt them
from the universal human sin-problem as their past and present story amply
revealed. They were just as much in need of the redemptive solution prescribed
in Deut 30 as were the Gentiles.
Thus, in Paul’s argument there is nothing spectacularly new in the fact that
only a remnant of Jews responded to God’s present revelation. Nor does it indicate a failure on the part of God’s plan. This is what was to be expected and does
not come as a surprise for God, nor should it come as a surprise to us given the
nature, radicalism, and universality of the human sin problem reflected in the
biblical meta-narrative.

Romans 11
Paul, having thus diagnosed the deeper cause of the non-response to Jesus
of some of the contemporary Jews, he then turned to the question of whether
or not this implies that God has rejected them and then turned to an alternative
plan replacing them with Gentiles. Paul answered this issue by posing a third
rhetorical question.
Third Question: He said: “Did God reject his people? By no means!” (Rom
11:1). Paul dismissed such an idea as being not only outrageous but also out of
character with God’s response in the past Israelite story. Paul argued that God
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foreknew this problem and has guided the story from the past to the present
in such a way that there has always been a remnant. Paul supported his thesis
with a reference to the Elijah story, in which Israel had plunged into an almost
universal state of rebellion and disobedience (Rom 11:2), yet there remained
a remnant. Paul also appealed to God’s response to the even worse situation
prior to the exile by quoting the prophet Isaiah, saying: “Though the number of
the sons of Israel be as the sand of the sea, only a remnant will be saved” (Rom
9:27).
Paul thus skillfully applied the Old Testament remnant motif as the answer
to the implied question. His answer is essentially that God has guided the story
in such a way that there has always been a remnant by which he achieves his
purpose in electing the family of Abraham as his agent. As in the past, so in
the present, there is a remnant, constituted by those Jews who responded to the
message of Christ, and to which Paul himself claimed to belong (Rom 11:1).
Thus Paul identified the Christ-believing and Christ-confessing Jewish community as the present remnant of Israel.
To illustrate the relationship of the present Christ-believing remnant to
the past Israelite storyline Paul introduced the analogy of the olive tree (Rom
11:16-24). The essence of his argument is that the olive tree illustrates the continuous historic remnant of Israel; a remnant constituted by those who, in the
past as well as present, responded appropriately to God’s revelation. Branches
have been pruned off all along the Israelite storyline but they could always be
grafted in again by an appropriate response to God.
By this analogy Paul then further explained the relation of the Jesus-believing Gentile community to the storyline of Israel. The Gentiles did not originate
this Christ-believing community, rather they are invitees into the long-standing tree called the Israel of God, of which the Christ-believing remnant of the
Jews are now the present manifestation and continuation. The Gentiles are thus
invited to participate in this Christ-believing Israel of God and not vice versa
(Rom 11:13-24).
Finally, Paul argues that the disobedient and unbelieving Jews are not excluded by God from participating in their natural heritage; they are still in
pole position to be part of the Israel of God if only they respond appropriately
(Rom 11:23). Paul said: “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 natural branches, be grafted into their own
olive tree” (Rom 11:24). The Mosaic covenant promise in Deut 30, regarding
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the redemptive antidote to the hardness of the human heart, is still in force as
it speaks precisely about the promise of Israel’s renewal in the future greater
exodus subsequent to the exile initiated by Assyria-Babylon.

Summary
So what did Paul actually say in Romans chapters 9–11?
1. His first thesis is that the Israel of God is not primarily defined by ethnicity but by a divine promise. Thus descent does not by itself qualify one for
inclusion in Israel!
2. He claims that since it is by promise only, those who in the Israelite line
of election responded appropriately to this promise, by inward faith and outward confession, actually belong to the true Israel of God. Thus Paul primarily
defined Israel theologically.
3. The true Israel has thus historically manifested itself in a continuous
remnant symbolized by Paul as a tree from which branches have continually
been pruned in the long story of salvation-history.
4. The present Christ-believing Jewish community constitutes the present remnant of Israel into which Gentiles are now being invited as participants
in the Israelite promises and blessings.
5. With the arrival of the long-promised Messiah, the new and final chapter has now opened in the Israelite storyline. Paul’s understanding of the Messiah as the goal and climax of the preceding Israelite story seems to be the hinge
on which his definition of the present remnant of Israel turns.

Theological Interpretation
The preceding exegetical considerations plainly reveal, as does the entire epistle, that Paul thinks in terms of a larger meta-narrative: the big story
of God, the world, Israel as presented in the texts of Genesis, Deuteronomy,
Psalms, Isaiah, and Daniel. The themes of creation, fall, election, and redemption clearly constitute the mega-perspective from which Paul sees the story
moving in stages towards the divinely intended goal. This story assumes that
the world is good, the world is fallen, the world is redeemable, and Israel is the
agent through whom God will undo the failure of Adam and through whom
God will form a new humanity which will give God the honor, and thus be the
true image-bearer of God as He had always intended.
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Furthermore Paul saw the Israelite story as a story about God’s agent who,
although they are the bearers of God’s solution, nevertheless share in the ‘Adam
problem’. They too participate in the problem of sin and Paul takes great care to
explain this fact in terms of the covenant, the actual history of Israel and God’s
promise regarding a future redemptive solution to this problem.

A Comparative Perspective
A Second Temple Jew would in general have shared this perspective with
Paul. Jews living in the Second Temple period were painfully aware of the past
failings of Israel leading to the historical exile and its aftermath manifested
in the continuous exilic conditions still experienced at the time of Paul. They
knew that sin and transgression were at the root of the problem. They would
also have known that the exile and the exilic conditions had not yet ended, as
they were slaves in their own country subject to Gentile oppressive rule. The
grand promise issued in the Deuteronomic covenant (Deut 30) and developed
by the pre-exilic and exilic prophets had not yet been fulfilled.
Gentiles still ruled over Israel and the grand visions of Isaiah and Daniel had not yet materialized nor had the covenant promise regarding the ‘new
heart’ yet materialized. The prophets had painted a grand vision of the day
when God would again act as in the past. Through a new exodus He would
deliver from slavery, gather the scattered Israelites, renew the covenant, return
to Israel, restore his rule, enthrone the true king, vindicate the faithful, and establish true worship forever. (For scholarly insight into the views generally held
in Second Temple Judaism see N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People
of God [London: SPCK, 2002])
A Second Temple Jew would probably have agreed with Paul that not all
Jews are really Israel, that not all claiming physical descent were really Israelites. The remnant motif was well known and groups like the Essenes, Pharisees,
and Zealots saw themselves as the core of the faithful remnant in Israel showing zeal for God as Paul expressed it in Rom 10:1-3. Such groups mutually suspected each other and others of being unfaithful or renegades. The response,
as recorded by John, of the chief priest and the Pharisees, in the failure of the
temple guard to arrest Jesus as he taught in the temple, is telling. They declared
that the people listening to Jesus, being ignorant of the Torah, were cursed. This
means contextually speaking that they regarded them as unfaithful Israelites
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subject to the curse of the covenant and thus not beneficiaries of its blessing,
neither presently nor in the future (John 7:49).
So Paul would not in principle have been out of touch with contemporary
Jewish religious groups when he claimed that more is needed than physical
descent in the line of election in order to be a true Jew. One would also need
an appropriate response of faithfulness to God’s promises. The whole biblical storyline reveals that without the proper response they were subject to the
curse of the covenant. The disagreement between Paul and his contemporaries
would not be with regard to the necessity of an appropriate response but with
regard to what actually constitutes an appropriate response. Paul critiqued his
contemporary fellow Jews declaring that their allegiance to Torah and Torah
practice had failed as an appropriate response and that their zeal was thus misguided. Thus Paul claimed that a change of spiritual motivation expressed in a
response of faith-faithfulness was the benchmark of a true Jew-Israelite (Rom
2:28–29; 4:1-20). This argument is grounded in the Deuteronomic promise regarding God’s solution to the natural hardness of the human heart.

The Messianic Expectations
A contemporary Jew possessing the same worldview as Paul would probably also have agreed that once the Messiah arrived on the scene of action then
faithfulness to Yahweh would include faithfulness to his anointed king in accord with God’s kingship charter with David (2 Sam 7:5-29), a charter reinforced in Psalm 110. To rebel against God’s anointed would amount to disloyalty to Yahweh who had installed him as the true king of Israel.
Furthermore, they would also in principle have agreed with Paul that the
coming of the Messiah was part of the entire Old Testament promise package regarding the return of God to Israel in the great future exodus, delivery,
and restoration of Israel. With this event, God’s eternal reign of justice would
arrive, Gentile rule would end and hearts would be transformed. Thus there
was a clear expectation in Second Temple Judaism that when God finally acted
again as he did in the past, it would introduce a new chapter in the long story
of Israel, and that failure to respond appropriately to this new act of God would
be like the rebellion and disobedience at Sinai. The arrival of the true Son of
David was thus synchronized with this great turn of events. While there would
remain a fundamental continuity with the past storyline of Israel, this event
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would also signal radical changes and developments implied in the prophetic
visions of the future glory of Israel.
Seen in the larger meta-narrative in which not only Paul but also his contemporaries were thinking, the teaching in Romans chapters 9-11 does not in
principle appear very startling. They would all agree that the coming of the
Messiah would be the ultimate transition point in the Israelite story. Nor is it
startling that Paul would define a true Jew as one who showed fidelity to the
Messiah once he arrived. Everything else would be contradictory to the entire
logic of the Israelite meta-narrative. A contemporary Jew could thus in principle have agreed with Paul that to reject the true Messiah would disqualify one
as a faithful Israelite.

Jesus as the Messiah
The coming of the Messiah was seen in Second Temple Judaism as an integral part of the great promise package of the prophets regarding the new exodus and deliverance that would bring the exile and its aftermath to an end. This
would lead, in turn, to a full post-exilic restoration and renewal of Israel.
Part of the problem in the interpretation of the prophetic visions regarding
the future story of Israel is the human ability to imagine beforehand exactly
how this new exodus and deliverance would play out in historic time and space.
It would have been hard to deduce the process and content of God’s deliverance and revelations in the first exodus based purely on the promise in Genesis.
Likewise human imagination might fall short of imagining what exactly the
new final exodus would be like in terms of process, content, and revelation
based on the multiple promises and visions of the prophets. Just as the first
exodus introduced a new stage in God’s revelation, so the future exodus would
introduce a new revelation of God as the prophets clearly indicate and thus
open a new chapter in the Israelite storyline.
Once Paul was forced to rethink his Jewish expectations, through his existential encounter with the resurrected Jesus, regarding the identity and mission
of the Messiah, he was also forced to rethink its implications for the Israelite
storyline within the larger story of God, the world, and its future. If Jesus was
indeed the anointed, expected, promised Son of David, then Paul was forced to
come to terms with His sufferings, rejection, and death. Such a scenario regarding the primary mission of the Messiah appears to have been unknown in Second Temple Judaism. This was not part of what they imagined would happen to
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the Messiah in relationship to the great future exodus, deliverance, and renewal
of Israel. This fact thus seems to be what Paul referred to as the stumbling block
for a Second Temple Jew (Rom 9:30-32).
The key biblical-theological issue is, of course, whether or not the theme of
suffering, rejection, and death is part of the Old Testament kingship theology.
Paul would affirm that this was no incidental part of the Davidic and Isaiahic
kingship theology and he utilized the texts in Isaiah chapters 40-55 and the
Davidic Psalms as the subtext for this conviction (Rom 4:25; 10:16). The Old
Testament theme of the king being a servant within the servant Israel not only
correlates with the Servant motif in Isaiah 40-55 but also defines the ultimate
mission of the servant in terms of suffering, rejection, and death.
This ordeal experienced by the Servant within the Servant Israel was portrayed by Isaiah as the means of resolving the universal human sin problem; a
problem that in the biblical narrative is rooted in the Genesis story of the fall of
Adam. Thus, this line of reasoning, if applicable to the Messiah, would define
the mission of the Messiah as someone who resolves the problem caused by
Adam. This is the problem seen in the Old Testament storyline as continually
obstructing the relationship of humanity with God and thus the coming of the
rule of God in Israel and the world at large.
Second Temple Jews knew that sin and transgression were the real obstructions to the establishment of the eternal reign of God in Israel and the world.
However, they apparently believed that they were already given an antidote in
the Torah. Paul implicitly and explicitly deals with this problem all through the
Epistle to the Romans.

Theological Implications
The implications of this understanding regarding the mission of the Messiah are shocking and radical. If the Messiah, through his obedience and death
is undoing the sin originating with Adam, then the Messiah is solving not only
the problem of the Jew but also the problem of the Gentile, as Adam is the
father of all according to the logic of the biblical narrative. Thus, the Messiah
is not just addressing a local Jewish problem but the universal problem of the
world. If the Torah had provided the solution to the problem caused by Adam
it would only apply to those who receive the Torah. If, however, the problem
is fundamentally addressed solely by the Messiah then it must apply to all who
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are implicated by Adam’s sin. Thus the Messiah is a Savior not only of Jews but
also of Gentiles.
Therefore, if the solution to the universal sin problem is Messianic in nature, then Jews and Gentiles are saved in the same way from the same problem by the same Savior and on the same premises. The Messiah is then not
just Lord of the Jews but the Lord of the Gentiles as well since all receive the
same deliverance in the same way by the same savior. This appears to be the
new perspective, vision, and revelation that arise from the logic of the Israelite
meta-narrative. Paul actually referred to it as a partly-hidden mystery in God
now revealed (Eph 3:1-6), but nevertheless anticipated in the preceding Israelite storyline.
Thus Paul’s definition of the true Israel of God would ultimately hinge not
only on his conviction that Jesus is the Messiah, but also on his understanding that the messianic mission is defined by his suffering, rejection, and death.
So for Paul, the true remnant of Israel are those who appropriately respond to
Jesus as the Messiah, identified as the one undoing the Adamic sin problem not
only for the Jews, but also for the Gentiles. According to Paul this is the logical
conclusion arising out of the meta-narrative of Israel once Jesus is recognized
as the Messiah.
In accord with his messianic understanding of Jesus, Paul thus not only
saw the Jesus-believing Jewish community as the true remnant of Israel, but
he also deduced that the Gentiles were to become participants in the blessings
of the Messiah and Israel. However, Gentiles did not contribute to the new
revelation. It arose out of the Jewish meta-narrative. Gentiles are invited to
participate in the renewed story of Israel, but they are invitees and beneficiaries
and not originators. The church did not arise out of the Greek meta-narrative,
nor did it arise out of the Roman meta-narrative or other pagan narratives, but
arose exclusively out of the unique Jewish story.

Systematic Reflections
How do these observations apply to us who live much closer to the ultimate zenith of this story?
First, we as Gentiles need to be reminded of the fact that the Christian meta-narrative regarding God, the world, and redemption is the natural heritage
of a Jew; thus, Gentiles should not be arrogant since we are invitees who are en-
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grafted into the Israelite Meta-story. Jews are, according to Paul, still in a pole
position to participate in the messianic blessing if they respond appropriately.
Second, for Paul the Jesus-believing Jewish church is the initial continuation of Israel in its messianic stage, a stage in which Gentiles are now invited to
participate on equal terms. Thus God is seen as creating a worldwide Israel of
God out of Jews and Gentiles as they are all seen as branches on the one tree.
The idea that God’s response to the Jews who rejected the Messiah was that he
in turn rejected and replaced them with Gentiles as an alternative plan so they
are now as excluded as the Gentiles used to be, has little resonance with Paul. A
Jew is not, by his present failure to respond, rejected or barred from participating in the promised messianic blessings to Israel if he responds appropriately.
Much exegesis of Jesus’ words and parables has simply been done in the light of
the Replacement theory, overlooking the immediate context and the Old Testament pattern of prophetic critique from within Israel.
The Supercessionist or Replacement model no more applies to Paul’s position than do the post-enlightenment pluralist or dispensationalist approaches.
The concepts that best seem to encapsulate Paul’s position would be that of
‘continuity and advance’ within the one story of Israel. Whatever change and
development would occur with the coming of the new messianic exodus, it
would nevertheless be in continuity with the Israelite remnant story as it moves
toward the eschatological redemptive goal set by God.
Finally, we need to become aware that those of us who are Gentiles also
need to rediscover the storyline that informed the Apostles and Paul. Not only
for the sake of our own faith-needs but in order to communicate intelligently
and sensitively to the people whose story we pretend to know. There is a need
to learn to think in terms of the biblical storyline and to trace its expanding,
deepening, and progressive developments and to appreciate its inner unity, coherence, progression, and logic. The progressive eschatological nature of the
narrative calls for a method that recognizes that the biblical story moves in
a linear fashion from A to Z, through a series of stages, thus constituting a
unique worldview in its own right.
N.T. Wright expressed this method of hermeneutics like this: “It involves
understanding the great story, the meta-narrative, of the Bible itself, as a five
act play, still unfinished” (2005:170-71). While I would propose a seven stage
hermeneutics the key point is that each stage in the story provides the antecedent context for the subsequent development, changes and progression. This
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Title
fundamental structure of the story needs to be hermeneutically respected if the
Bible is to be allowed to tell its own story on its own premises.

Conclusion
If the Christian New Testament confession is the natural home of the Jew,
the standing challenge is to be able to retell this story of Israel in such a way
that a Jew will see the climax of the Israelite story in the Jesus story. The past
doctrinal approach developed and applied by church theology appeals neither
to post-enlightenment Jews nor Gentiles. However, Adventists appear to be in
an advanced position regarding a dialogue and sharing with Jews for the following reasons:
1. The Adventist concern for the biblical first principles embodied in the
Torah honoring the seventh-day Sabbath institution.
2. The potential recognition that New Testament Christianity is not a replacement but a continuation of the one story of Israel in its messianic stage
and that Gentiles are invitees into an essentially Jewish storyline.
3. The Adventist commitment to the biblical meta-narrative and its progression in major stages. Since this is essentially a Jewish story, it seems to be
axiomatic and mandatory that we learn how to retell that story in order to communicate with Jews.
4. The Adventist views on eschatology which imply that the goal of the
story is not a disembodied existence in a semi-platonic cosmic beyond, but the
renewal of God’s good creation. This view seems to be in line with classic Jewish biblical expectations.
5. However, it should be recognized that the critical hinge in the story
is still the identity of Jesus. Unless we learn to retell the Old Testament story
in such a way that his suffering, rejection, and death is seen as part of Davidic
kingship theology, and thus of the messianic mission, then this will remain a
stumbling block not only for Jews but for secular Gentiles as well.

Reference List
Wright, N. T. 2002. The New Testament and the People of God. London: SPCK.
__________. 2005. Paul in Fresh Perspective. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress
Press.

25

Chapter 3

JEWISH AND ADVENTIST ISSUES
REINALDO SIQUEIRA
Introduction
In the quest for a better relationship with the Jewish community at large
and for proper ways of witnessing the Adventist faith to this specific community, we, Seventh-day Adventists, should reflect on some important issues that
bear directly upon these matters. The issues presented here are the results of
my personal reflections through five years experience implementing JewishAdventist congregations in Brazil, and working closely with other Jewish-Adventist congregations in the South-American Division.

Jewish Issues
Lack of Knowledge about Seventh-day Adventists
The first issue we must face is the almost complete lack of knowledge about
Seventh-day Adventists in Jewish circles. Jews usually know nothing of Adventists, and the little knowledge some of them may have is usually informed by
other Christian groups that normally do not have much sympathy towards Adventists. This second-hand information may come through different sources:
(1) interfaith dialogue, which the most active and important one is the Jewish
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and Catholic dialogue that has been taking place for some decades; (2) Christian apologetic literature, with its highly biased and negative presentation of
Adventism and Seventh-day Adventists; and (3) the Messianic Jews, which
usually maintain the common Baptist view and attitude towards the Adventist
Church and its beliefs. Only a very small number of Jews have a first-hand
knowledge of and contact with Adventists, usually through our health system
(hospital, clinics, health centers, and spas) or our school system. Even then,
the amount of knowledge obtained through these first-hand contacts is quite
small, and it should not be a surprise that actually these Jews who seems “to
know” Seventh-day Adventists in reality have no idea of who we are and what
we stand for.

Abhorrence and Rejection of Proselytism
The second important issue to bear in mind is the strong Jewish abhorrence and rejection of any kind of proselytism targeting the Jewish community
and the Jewish people or individuals. This attitude is a normal human reaction of self-preservation. Normally, no one wants to “be converted,” and this
fact becomes a strong reality in the Jewish context. Jewish identity was formed
through millennia of struggle for survival against all the common trends for
assimilation (integration into a culture, search for acceptance into the larger
community, intermarriage, education, etc.), and against all supernatural and
over natural events (anti-Semitism, persecutions, Inquisition, pogroms, Holocaust, etc.). The Jewish people survived as no other culture or ancient people
in history. This is a tremendous fact. Any attempt of complete assimilation,
and even eradication or annihilation, has failed–the Jewish people survived
them all. Since Persian times, when Haman planned to destroy all the Jews,
through the Roman Empire, when Hadrian decided to blot out Jewish memory
from history, until modern times with the Third Reich and its “Final Solution,” Jewish enemies passed into oblivion, powerful world empires became
dust in history, but the Jewish people remained alive and well. The same is
true concerning conversion. All attempts to convert the Jewish people, be it
pagan (i.e. Antiochus IV Epiphanes) or Christian (Catholic or Protestant), by
force, or through preaching, have not succeeded. Every endeavor against the
Jewish people was unsuccessful. So Jews who participate in the Jewish life and
community are usually happy and proud of their identity and faith. They do
not want to convert to another religion and become part of another social and
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religious community. Even if they are not active in Jewish life they do not want
to become anything else. Even if their Judaism is superficial, the Jewish identity
is in the inner core of their being.

Growing Assimilation Rates
Paradoxically, with that just said above, the last issue deals with the actual
high rate of assimilation observed in the Jewish community worldwide, especially outside of the State of Israel. The major modern force behind this event is
the growing phenomenon of intermarriage. According to recent research in the
United States (National Jewish Population Survey [“NJPS”] of 2000-2001), only
28 percent of the children born in a mixed family environment were raised as
Jews; 41 percent were raised in another religion; and 31 percent were raised
with no religion at all. In the second generation of those 28 percent raised as
Jews, only 15 percent of their children will marry a Jew. According to statistics, intermarriage is the strongest factor for a growing assimilation phenomenon in the Jewish context of today. The rates of intermarriage among different
Jewish groups, according to NJPS 2000-2001, were the following: 3 percent of
children of Orthodox Jews or Modern Orthodox Jews marry a non-Jew; while
the rate is 37 percent among children of Conservative Jews; and 53 percent
among Reformed Jews; and it goes as high as 72 percent among unaffiliated
Jews (for more details on this research see http://www.simpletoremember.com/
vitals/WillYourGrandchildrenBeJews.htm). This American panorama is not
much different from other Jewish communities around the globe (see http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jew#Population_ changes:_Assimilation).

Adventist Issues
Lack of Knowledge of Jews and Judaism
In general, common Seventh-day Adventist people lack a real knowledge
of Judaism and the Jewish people. Most Adventists actually have never met a
Jewish person and have no idea what Modern Judaism is, what the Jews think,
believe, how they live, etc. As most Christians, many Adventists have stereotyped and preconceived ideas about Jews: “they are all Pharisees”; “money
oriented”; “prone to usury”; “always very rich”; “everyone is a genius”; and so
on. These misconceptions, loaded with old prejudices and hatred, have always
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been a tremendous barrier for the establishment of true communication and
relationship with the Jewish people. To get over these kinds of preconceived
ideas is a necessity at all levels: from the common church members to pastors,
from the simple denominational worker to administrators and theologians.

Anti-Semitism
All these misconceptions are profoundly rooted in anti-Semitism, the most
serious issue we Seventh-day Adventists need to face in our ranks if we really want to fulfill our mission towards the Jewish people. As Christians, we
received it as an inheritance from traditional Christianity. In our midst, antiSemitism commonly manifests itself in sermons, literature, Bible studies, theological articles, etc. It is extremely offensive to a Jewish person who might be
hearing us or reading our writings. It might turn him or her off and cause a
complete loss of interest for Seventh-day Adventists and their message. Besides
all these negative factors, anti-Semitism is a serious issue because it is unbiblical, and its ideas and tenets are against biblical teachings. The biblical texts that
are used many times in its support are taken out of their context and twisted in
order to serve human hatred and prejudice. We Seventh-day Adventists view
ourselves as “repairers” and “restorers” of the old and forgotten biblical truths
(Isa 58:12). It is therefore our sacred duty to restore a right attitude towards the
Jewish people, an attitude faithful to biblical teachings. Only then will we be
able to become the faithful witness to the Jewish people God wants us to be.

Lack of Concern
As a corollary to anti-Semitism, one may find a lack of concern for Jews
and for Israel in our ranks. As Christians, we love the Bible that Israel gave
to us (both the Old and New Testaments), we love the God of Israel, and the
Messiah of Israel. As Seventh-day Adventists, we are Christians who also love
the Sabbath, the holy day of the God of Israel. However, we frequently have
little interest in Israel and the Jews, the human chosen channel through whom
we received all these things (John 4:22; Rom 9:4-5). Worse still, even there are
those in our ranks that are passionately against them. We need to get beyond
this human apathy and negative feelings and become more like Jesus and God
who have a passion for every human being, the Jews included. As Paul said, the
Gospel is the power of God for the salvation of everyone, Jews and Gentiles
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alike (Rom 1:16). This passion for every human being should be coupled with
a profound sense of indebtedness to the Jewish people. From them we received
all that is precious to our Christian and Adventist faith. To recognize this debt
is a religious duty; as Paul once wrote to the Roman believers while speaking
about the financial contribution that the churches in Macedonia and Achaia
were sending to the poor in Jerusalem: “They were pleased to do it, and indeed
they owe it to them. For if the Gentiles have shared in the Jews’ spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material blessings” (Rom
15:27). However, beyond the recognition of our indebtedness through sharing
with them our material blessings (in the light of this statement of Paul, there
should not be any restriction on our part to use our financial resources to share
the Good News with Jewish people, and help those of them who are in need),
we should repay our debt with the most precious blessing we received from
God: Love! Divine love, real love, a love that springs from the heart of God
through us unto them. In the light of God’s love and biblical teachings, this is
the only right and conceivable thing to do.

Priority in Mission
This question of our indebtedness to the Jewish people brings up another
issue Seventh-day Adventists need to deal with, that of our priorities in mission. The mission of the Adventist Church is pretty clear to all its members.
Seventh-day Adventists all believe that it is plainly stated in Jesus’ Great Commission to the apostles in Matt 28:18-20 and in Revelation’s description of the
Three Angels’ Message (Rev 14:6-12). To go to every nation, tribe, language,
and people, preaching the Eternal Gospel, making disciples, preparing men
and women to meet the Messiah at His Second Coming is our sacred duty. How
this can be achieved, however, is an open question. This brings up the issue of
methods and goals:
1. For the most part of our mission history, we have used the method of
the missionary station (church-school-hospital) and our goal was geographic
and numeric. We believed that if we could implement a missionary station in
every country and establish churches, schools, or a hospital in every city of a
country then we would have fulfilled our mission. Later we perceived that to
be well established in a country did not mean that we were well known, and
that our message reached everyone in that country. In most cases, we perceived
that our message only had an impact on one small percentage of the Christian
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population of that country, while the other groups, and even the great majority
of Christians, were in complete ignorance of Seventh-day Adventists and their
faith.
2. This reality brought the World Adventist Church to make a tremendous
shift in its missionary method and strategy, and to implement the Global Mission program. The emphasis now is to reach every ethnic, social, and cultural
group in every country of the world. In order to achieve that goal, we turned
to the methodology of contextualization of the Adventist message in such a
way that it may speak to and touch the target groups. With this new emphasis,
Seventh-day Adventist missionary challenges have multiplied. Even countries
of the Americas and Europe where the Church has been well established for
many decades, have now become great “mission fields” and enormous mission
challenges. Since the Church was unable to respond both structurally, financially, and humanly to such a challenge, priorities needed to be established. We
needed to choose what social, cultural, and religious groups should be the major targets, and where to appropriate money. In our decision making, we have
used a very rational criteria–target the great cultural and religious unreached
groups and the most unentered areas:
a. Our great priority became the “The 10/40 Window,” this geographic area
of the world that covers most parts of Northern Africa and Asia where 65 percent of the world’s population lives. In this area live the great majority of the
hundreds of millions of Muslims in the world, as well as the Hindus, the Buddhists, and other non-Christian religions.
b. Another great focus is China, with its one billion inhabitants, and the
countries of the former Soviet Union.
c. The secularized and postmodern societies in the Western countries, involving mainly Europe and North America, also became a priority.
Since these three great priorities are a gigantic challenge, the thirteen million Jews scattered in many countries of the world seem to be a group of minor
importance, and according to good sense, not deserving of much attention. We
could pause, however, and ask ourselves if reason and good sense should be the
decisive criteria for our mission strategies and priorities, especially when the
Bible states that God may work in ways that are unreasonable and foolish to the
human mind (1 Cor 1:18-31). In relation to this specific issue, the question of
the New Testament missionary and evangelistic strategy seems to be an issue
that should be reflected upon. This strategy is concisely stated in Rom 1:16,
where Paul declares: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power
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of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jews, then for
the Gentiles.” Could it be that the order for “the Jews first” and “then for the
Gentiles” still remains God’s personal strategy to make the Gospel His power
“for the salvation of everyone who believes”? Would there be a need nowadays
to revive the reality of the ministry to the Jews to the importance it had in the
time of the apostles (Gal 2:1-10)? Would the witnessing of Jesus in Jerusalem,
and in all Judea and Samaria, again precede the final preaching “to the ends of
the earth” (Acts 1:8)?
Usually, the common Seventh-day Adventist answer to these questions
would be that the content of these passages is related to the historical situation of the Early Christian church in the first century, and it is not relevant
any more. In the first century it was good sense to start preaching to the Jews
and then go to the Gentiles, as the apostles and Paul did. The rationale for
this strategy existed then but is irrelevant for today. What logical and practical
contribution would preaching to the Jews first make to our Adventist mission?
On the contrary, an emphasis on the Jews could produce much damage to our
mission to the Muslims, for example, and obliterate a work with a much larger
and important social, religious, and cultural group. It could also make harder
our work with the secularized and postmodern Western society, in view of
the growing anti-Jewish and anti-Israel feelings that are taking place in many
Western countries.
This seems to be a good answer to the question, very rational and sense
making. But the question still seems to be relevant in view of some statements
of Paul and Ellen G. White. Paul, in Rom 11:11-16, speaks of a “principle of
power” related to the Jews and the preaching of the Gospel when he says:
Again I ask: Did they stumble so as to fall beyond recovery? Not at all!
Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to
make Israel envious. But if their transgression means riches for the world,
and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will
their fullness bring! I am talking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch as I am the
apostle to the Gentiles, I make much of my ministry in the hope that I may
somehow arouse my own people to envy and save some of them. For if their
casting off is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be
but life from the dead? If the part of the dough offered as firstfruits is holy,
then the whole batch is holy; if the root is holy, so are the branches.

33

Comfort, Comfort My People
These verses deserve more attention of our theologians and missiologists.
The argument of Paul says that when the great majority of Jews did not accept
the Gospel and were therefore cut off from the olive tree of God, even then,
reconciliation and enrichment came to the whole world (vss. 11b, 12a, 15a).
What would happen if a great number of them (their fullness, vs. 12b) were
grafted back (their acceptance, vs. 15b) into the olive tree? His answer: “How
much greater riches their fullness will bring!” (vs. 12b); “life from the dead!”
(vs. 15b). When Israel failed, the world was enriched and reconciled; if Israel is
brought back there would be power to bring about the end. In order to make
the whole batch and all the branches holy (the world) God focuses on the firstfruits and the root (the Jews), says vs. 16.
Paul continues to speak about the possibility of the Jews to be grafted into
the olive tree again (Rom 11:22-24):
Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those
who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in His kindness.
Otherwise, you also will be cut off. 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 the cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will
these, the natural branches, be grafted into their own olive tree!

Even in their present state, away from the olive tree, and even after being
cast off, for Paul the Jews are the natural branches of the olive tree of God, and
it is more easy and natural for them to be grafted in than it is for any other human being. The olive tree of God, His Church, belongs naturally to the Jews. It
is “their own olive tree!”
How strange these words sound to our Christian ears: The Church belongs
naturally to the Jews? The Church is their own olive tree? For sure, in the divine
olive tree, there is no favoritism, all are equal before Him: Jews and Gentiles,
men and women, rich and poor, all are precious and equally loved by God and
members of the same body, branches of the same tree (Rom 3:11-12; 1 Cor
12-13; Gal 5:6; Eph 2:11-3:6; 6:9). However, this tree, according to Paul, is a
Jewish tree, a Jewish house, open to all humans, to all persons, but still Jewish.
Then Paul finishes by declaring God’s mystery for Israel in the time of the
end:
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I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may
not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the fullness of Gentiles comes in. And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written:
“The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from
Jacob. And this is My covenant with them when I take away their sins.” As
far as the gospel is concerned, they are enemies on your account; but as far
as election is concerned, they are loved on account of the patriarchs. For
God’s gifts and His call are irrevocable. Just as you who were at one time
disobedient to God have now received mercy as a result of their disobedience. So they too have now become disobedient in order that they too may
now receive mercy as a result of God’s mercy to you. For God has bound
all men over to disobedience so that He may have mercy on them all (Rom
11:25-32)

There is a time, a time called by Paul as that of the “fullness of the Gentiles,”
when will come, by God’s grace bestowed upon these Gentiles, the “fullness
of Israel.” And when this will happen, Paul seems to say, there will be a richer
blessing bestowed upon the entire world, with power to bring about the end.
According to Paul, the Jewish disobedience to God should not be a motif
for Christians to despise them, as has been the case throughout the centuries of
Christian and Jewish relationships in the Western world. It is rather an opportunity for Christians to become the vessel of God’s mercy and grace to them,
in such a way that this prophecy may become a reality one day. Maybe we
Seventh-day Adventists, who were called by God to be His messengers in these
last days, are this “fullness of the Gentiles,” the people of the end. And it would
be through us that this mystery of God for Israel will come to pass. Indeed, it
seems to be the case in one biblical passage (Isa 40:3-5) that we Seventh-day
Adventists take as a biblical reference to our work in these last days of human
history. We believe that in these last days, Seventh-day Adventists are the voice
calling in the desert preparing the way for the coming of the Lord, so that in the
end, the glory of the Lord will be revealed and all humankind will see it. These
verses, however, are preceded by a very specific exhortation of God to His messenger, and it has been emphasized in this conference in such way that it has
become its very motto: “Comfort, comfort My people, says your God. Speak
tenderly to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her sin has been paid for, that she has received from the Lord’s hand
double for all her sins” (Isa 40:1-2). Would these first two verses be part of our
specific mission as Seventh-day Adventists? If it is so, the New Testament mis-
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sionary strategy (“to the Jews first” and “then for the Gentiles”) is still relevant
for us, and would reveal God’s personal strategy for the worldwide mission.
In Ellen White’s writings there is found a special emphasis on our responsibility to be God’s messengers to the Jewish people in these last days. She even
states their special participation in the final preaching of the Gospel to the entire world (which would be related to Paul’s “principle of power” in Rom 11). I
selected just a few of these references.
In the closing proclamation of the gospel, when special work is to be done
for classes of people hitherto neglected, God expects His messengers to
take particular interest in the Jewish people whom they find in all parts of
the earth (1911:381).
The work for the Jews, as outlined in the eleventh chapter of Romans, is a
work that is to be treated with special wisdom. It is a work that must not be
ignored. The wisdom of God must come to our people. In all wisdom and
righteousness we must clear the King’s highway. The Jews are to be given
every opportunity of coming to the light (1905:letter 96).
The time has come when the Jews are to be given light. The Lord wants us
to encourage and sustain men who shall labor in right lines for this people;
for there are to be a multitude convinced of the truth, who will take position for God. The time is coming when there will be as many converted in
a day as there were on the day of Pentecost, after the disciples had received
the Holy Spirit. The Jews are to be a power to labor for the Jews; and we are
to see the salvation of God (1905:par. 25).
There will be many converted from among the Jews, and these converts
will aid in preparing the way of the Lord, and making straight in the desert
a highway for our God. Converted Jews are to have an important part to
act in the great preparations to be made in the future to receive Christ,
our Prince. A nation shall be born in a day. How? By men whom God has
appointed being converted to the truth, there will be seen “first the blade,
then the ear, after that the full corn in the ear” [Mark 4:28]. The predictions
of prophecy will be fulfilled (1946:579).
There is a mighty work to be done in our world. The Lord has declared that
the Gentiles shall be gathered in, and not the Gentiles only, but the Jews.
There are among the Jews many who will be converted, and through whom
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we shall see the salvation of God go forth as a lamp that burneth. There are
Jews everywhere, and to them the light of present truth is to be brought.
There are among them many who will come to the light, and who will proclaim the immutability of the law of God with wonderful power. The Lord
God will work. He will do wonderful things in righteousness (1946:578).
Among the Jews are some who, like Saul of Tarsus, are mighty in the Scriptures, and these will proclaim with wonderful power the immutability of
the law of God. The God of Israel will bring this to pass in our day. His arm
is not shortened that it cannot save. As His servants labor in faith for those
who have long been neglected and despised, His salvation will be revealed
(1911:381).

These statements of Ellen G. White, together with Paul’s arguments in Romans 11, point to the existence of a Global Mission strategy in God’s mind
with a special emphasis on the small socio-cultural and ethnic world religion
group of our time–the Jews. The coming of this small group into the Church
will provide power to help fulfill its mission to the rest of the world. How this
Divine strategy should affect our present Global Mission strategies is an issue
Seventh-day Adventists need to face seriously, not only in order to fulfill our
mission to the Jews, but our mission to the world as well.

Method of Contextualization
Once we engage ourselves in mission to the Jews, the question of how to do
this work comes to the forefront. Should we do it with little accommodation on
language, message, dress, or should we go for an in-depth contextualization?
Historically, those among us who tried to do this work did it in the “classical way,” adapting the language in public speeches, developing Jewish sensitive
Bible studies and literature, giving public lectures in a decorated Jewish style,
etc. However, these basic accommodations were implemented only in the public outreach areas. The Adventist group that resulted from such work usually
maintained the traditional Adventist liturgical and religious styles afterwards.
This was the way we worked for years through the Jewish Heritage Institute.
Many Adventists, including some influential leaders, think that this is as far
as we can go in contextualization; beyond that we run the risk of establishing

37

Comfort, Comfort My People
non-Seventh-day Adventist religious congregations with no ties with the main
body of the Adventist Church.
By observing the success the Messianic groups have in their work with the
Jewish population, especially in North America, many Adventists are prone to
do it in a “messianic way.” This way of working implies an in-depth contextualization, involving outreach strategies, liturgy, and lifestyle. The “messianic way”
usually hides its connection with the Christian religious group that is behind it,
or is done in an independent way, with a very loose relationship with its Christian mother religious congregation. This hidden or loose relationship is devised
in order to give the impression to the Jewish public that the Messianic movement is an all-Jewish movement with no connection with a Christian Church.
This way of contextualization has its positive and negative points:
Positive: The method has already proved to have some good results. It works
well with the Jewish concern of assimilation and loss of the Jewish identity.
Negative: The Messianic movements endure, in general, a strong opposition and rejection by the Jewish community as a whole. They became open
enemies, and a war is being waged between the Jewish community and the
Messianic groups. The Messianic groups openly preach the end of Judaism, as
we know, since, for them, all Jews will become Messianic in due time. The Jewish community accuses the Messianics of lying by hiding their true Christian
identity, and of using deceptive methods in order to lure vulnerable Jews to
their fold. Furthermore, some Jewish leaders accuse the Messianic agenda of
concealing what they call a Spiritual Holocaust, since, according to the common Messianic point of view, historical Judaism will come to an end because
of Messianic proselytism.
The Adventist-Jewish Friendship Center at the General Conference Global Mission Department has been promoting what I would call a “new way,”
which involves an in-depth contextualization, as the Messianics do, but openly
declares its Seventh-day Adventist affiliation. It also has positive and negative
points:
Negative: Since we work openly, we should expect to face more barriers and
prejudice from the ordinary Jewish person in general. Once it is known that we
are Adventists, many Jews will not want to come to our meetings, or listen to
what we want to say. Besides that, as we work openly, we will become practically the only contextualized movement whose religious affiliation can be clearly
identified by the Jewish community, so Adventism could easily become the target of opposition and accusation by Jewish opponents. We may also be wrongly
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charged for the misdeeds of others, since these “others” hide themselves while
we are out in the open (this happened more than once in Brazil).
Positive: Working in an open way has a number of advantages. First of all,
nobody would can accuse us of practicing deceptive proselytism, using lies,
concealing our identity, trying to pass for what we are not in order to lure Jews.
People would know who we are and what we stand for, and therefore, whoever would come to our meetings and programs would come knowing that
we are Adventists. We will also have the opportunity to share the reason we
Adventists believe that a Jewish person who becomes a Seventh-day Adventist
should maintain and care for his/her Jewish identity. Adventist identity is not
in opposition to a Jewish identity, rather on the contrary, an Adventist identity
should strengthen the Jewish identity of those Jews who might want to join
us. The worldwide Adventist Church today recognizes this right through its
Jewish-Adventist congregations. Also, since it is openly declared that we are
Adventists, we do not need to hide any of our beliefs as some Messianics do.
Adventist beliefs can be preached with wisdom, in their biblical perspective,
and be lived as any Adventist would live (Sabbath keeping, eating accordingly
to biblical laws, believing in the Doctrine of the Sanctuary, preaching the imminent coming of the Messiah, etc.). In the end, to be a Seventh-day Adventist
is in itself also a very Jewish thing to do. Finally, once Adventists are known,
we may more easily win the respect and the friendship of the Jewish community. Even those who would not join the church may become our friends, relate
more easily with us, and even promote Seventh-day Adventists in the Jewish
community as a whole. That has been the experience in Brazil, where many
Jews have come to our Shabbat meetings and to our celebrations of the Jewish
holidays. They became our friends, and we became the only contextualized
Christian religious group invited to such events. To witness in an open way and
show respect for others, can win respect from those being reached!

Conclusion: A Proposition
In conclusion, I would like to make some suggestions, some personal reflections, in what seems to me to be some possible lines to follow in our work
for the Jewish people, especially with the Jewish communities that are located
outside the State of Israel (the Jews who live in Israel face a completely different
situation from those who live outside the State of Israel):
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1. As a Church we should follow the “new way” pattern. It is harder, but in
the long term it is better. Its results may be greater than we imagine, for it may
open the way for the Spirit to work in unseen and unimaginable ways, not only
with the Jewish community but also with us. We should look not for immediate results, but be prepared for a long run, waiting for the moment when God
would guide men and women of goodwill in both communities.
2. At present, we should focus our missionary endeavors not on the Jewish
community as such, but on the assimilated Jews (who became assimilated usually through inter-religious marriage). We should develop strategies that could
work with mixed couples and become attractive to them. As the great majority
of Jews involved in mixed marriages are indifferent to their Jewish heritage, or
are assimilated, reaching them with the Adventist message and having them
join us would be a recovery of their Jewish identity through Adventism. This
would have a very positive impact on the Jewish community, and especially on
the family of this Jewish person as they see their son or daughter returning to
Jewish values and practices that were long ago forgotten and abandoned. Let us
work with the assimilated Jews, and then let them witness to their relatives and
to their community.
3. In the Jewish community we should work through dialogue, building
true friendships, and developing common projects, so that we may know them
better and they may have the opportunity to know us. Then, both communities might be blessed by the wisdom that comes from knowing each other, and
from respect and love that might grow out of the relationship. For where truth,
love, knowledge, and wisdom are present, there will be found the abiding presence of the Shekhinah of the Lord, the very source of all divine realities among
people.
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THE ARGUMENT FOR MESSIANIC PROPHECIES1
JACQUES DOUKHAN

There is a story about Martin Buber, who was addressing a group of Catholic priests. He asked them the question: “What is the difference between Jews
and Christians? We all await the Messiah. You believe He has already come and
gone, while we do not. I therefore propose that we await Him together. And
when He appears, we can ask Him: Were You here before? Then he paused and
added: ‘And I hope that at that moment I will be close enough to whisper in his
ear’, “For the love of heaven, don’t answer!”” (Wiesel 1996:354-355).
For many Christians, “messianic prophecies” suggest the ultimate argument against the Jews. These biblical texts are brandished as evidence to show
that Jesus of Nazareth was indeed the Messiah announced by the Hebrew
Scriptures; they are the proof that he was here before. Messianic prophecies
have been used as a fast-food apologetic and the reason for diligently accusing
the Jews of stubborn incredulity because they do not want to believe in spite of
all these clear proofs.
For many Jews, the reference to messianic prophecies is therefore associated with the Christians’ attempt to convert them. Against the traditional
Christian interpretation, they erect then an opposing Jewish interpretation of
these texts.
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Messianic prophecies even bring some embarrassment to many others who
are disturbed by what they consider the naive idea that religious truth could be
established on the supernatural ground of prediction. In these times of biblical criticism and existential categories of thinking, this way of reasoning is not
very popular, so for most Jews or Christians the call for messianic prophecies is
meaningless and irrelevant. Neither Jews nor Christians need the reference to
these texts to ensure their respective faiths and religious identity.
Now, whether these texts raise suspicion, skepticism, or even indifference
should not keep us from recognizing at least a historical fact: it is on the basis
of these texts that many Jews were convinced by other Jews of the messiahship
of Jesus of Nazareth (Doukhan 2002:28-32). It is still on the basis of the interpretation of these texts that Jews and Christians depart theologically from each
other.
The discussion about messianic prophecies is therefore an important one.
It hits at the very origins of Christianity and takes us to the very heart of the
early Jewish-Christian controversy. This concern goes even beyond the JewishChristian controversy. It still confronts us with an exegetical problem today:
Did these texts indeed intend to point to the Messiah and more specifically to
Jesus? Were the early Christians and the New Testament people “exegetically”
correct in their messianic interpretation of the Old Testament texts? Unfortunately, the New Testament accounts limit themselves to referring or only alluding to the messianic prophecies without indicating their exegetical method.
For the Jews, the New Testament has not provided a convincing argument.
The Christian application of the messianic prophecies to Jesus of Nazareth cannot be justified on exegetical grounds. When studied in their respective historical, literary, and linguistic context, these Hebrew texts point to other meanings
that do not support the traditional Christian interpretation.
Christians are divided on that issue. For most conservative Christians, the
proof of messianic prophecies is established on the very fact that this is the
interpretation given by the authors of the New Testament and Jesus himself.
Other Christians, however, take a more critical view on that matter and recognize the difficulty of the New Testament interpretation of messianic prophecies. They then offer a variety of hypotheses. Some argue that these texts are
not actual predictions, but deal instead with situations that are only contemporary (single meaning). Others suggest that these texts have been given by
the New Testament a new meaning altogether different from the original one
(re-reading). Others assume that these texts carry, in fact, a double meaning
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(dual meaning); namely, the historical, original one, and the prophetic, more
developed, fuller meaning (sensus plenior).
The problem of messianic prophecies is then essentially an exegetical problem. Did the early Christians have good exegetical reasons to apply these Old
Testament texts to Jesus and then to recognize him as the Messiah predicted in
the Hebrew Scriptures?
Whatever the results and the conjectures this exegetical enterprise may
generate, the implications they may bring along are extremely important. First,
they are of significance in regard to the technical domain of biblical hermeneutics since they touch on the critical problem of the fulfillment of biblical prophecies and, by coincidence, on the nature of the connection between the socalled Old Testament and the New Testament. Also, they bear on the sensitive
question of the historical identification of the Messiah. Lastly, they may affect
the delicate balance of Jewish-Christian relations; for if Christians were right,
Jews are, therefore, wrong, and vice versa. And messianic prophecies become
then the sad occasion for disputes and intolerance. We may wonder indeed
whether Martin Buber was not right when he wished: “Please don’t answer!”
But even if he was right, even if the question remains unanswered, this should
not keep us from asking the question and searching the texts.

The Case of Isaiah 53: Context and Structure
Context
In the book of Isaiah, the context of this prophecy about the death of the
“Suffering Servant” recalls the context of the other prophecy, that of Isa 7:14
dealing with the birth of the Messiah. Both prophetic words are given against
the same background of an encounter between the prophet Isaiah and a Judean
king, in this instance Hezekiah (chap. 39), yet in striking contrast to each other.
Ahaz was a bad king who “did not do what was right in the sight of the
Lord” as his father David had done (2 Chr 28:1). Hezekiah was a good king
who “did what was right in the sight of the Lord, according to all that his father David had done” (2 Chr 29:2). While Ahaz does not pray to God for help,
because of his alliance with Assyria, and refuses the sign offered by God (Isa
7:11-12), Hezekiah prays to God for help against Assyria (Isa 37:15-20) and
even asks for a sign (Isa 38:22; 2 Kgs 20:8-11). While the message of Isa 7:14
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sounds in the first section of Isaiah (1-39) as a word of judgment against unfaithful King Ahaz and his sinful people, the message of the second section of
Isaiah (40-66) sounds as a word of comfort responding to Hezekiah and his
suffering people.
The contrast between the two contexts is also reflected in the two prophecies. In Isa 7:14 the prophet predicts the birth of the Messiah whom he sees
as a glorious, royal figure from David and from God. In Isa 52:14-53:12, the
prophet predicts the death of the Messiah whom he sees as a humiliated Servant. This almost symmetrical contrast between the two sections of the book of
Isaiah has struck biblical scholar Wilhelm Vischer, who compared the book to
an “ellipse” whose two foci were the word of judgment and the word of comfort
(1958:130).

Structure
This messianic prophecy is located at the end of a whole section in the
book of Isaiah (40-53) often called the “Servant Songs,” because the dominant
figure is the “Servant of the Lord”; the term “servant” (‘ebed) occurs there twenty times. Four songs have generally been recognized according to the following
divisions: 1. 42:1-9; 2. 49:1-13; 3. 50:4-11; 4. 52:13-53:12
The fourth song, which is the longest of all the Servant Songs, marks the literary and thematic climax. The text is divided into five strophes of three verses
each and follows a chiastic (or arch) structure.
A. Exaltation of the Servant (52:13-15)
		

B. Humiliation of the Servant (53:1-3)

			
		

C. Atonement by the Servant (53:4-6)

B1. Humiliation of the Servant (53:7-9)

A1. Exaltation of the Servant (53:10-12)

The Servant and/or Israel
One of the most perplexing questions of the passage concerns the identity
of this Servant. Sometimes the Servant clearly designates the people of Israel
(Isa 41:8-10; 44:1-3, 21; 45:4; 48:21; 49:3); sometimes it is ambiguous and may
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be understood as either Israel as a group or a distinct individual (42:1-4); and
sometimes it clearly and unambiguously refers to an individual (49:5-7).
Our text appears to belong to the last category: here Israel is no longer
explicitly identified as the Servant as is the case in the other passages. Also the
passage makes a clear distinction between the people of Israel and the Servant.
In fact, the shift has already taken place in 49:5.
In Isa 49:3 the Servant is explicitly identified as Israel: “You are my servant,
O Israel.” Then suddenly, in Isa 49:5-6, the Servant is someone who is supposed
to gather Israel to God and should therefore be understood as someone distinct
from Israel: “It is too small a thing that You should be My Servant to raise up
the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the preserved ones of Israel; I will also give
You as a light to the Gentiles, that You should be My salvation to the ends of
the earth.”
In Isa 50:10, the prophet speaks to Israel in the second person plural, just as
in 50:1, while making a clear distinction between Israel and the Servant: “Who
among you [Israel] fears the Lord? Who obeys the voice of His Servant?”
The prophet’s appeal to Israel to “fear the Lord” parallels his call to “obey
the voice of His Servant” and therefore implies that the Servant and the people
of Israel are clearly two different entities.
In the last Servant Song (Isa 52:13-53:13), the situation is not as clear as in
the other passages for the simple reason that the people of Israel are never explicitly named. A close analysis of the passage is therefore necessary to examine
the nature of the relationship between the Servant and Israel. For that matter,
it is first important to be able to identify those who are implied in first person
plural (“we,” “us,” “our”). In other words, who are those who say in Isa 53:1:
“Who has believed our report?” Are they Israel who is addressing the kings
and the nations just mentioned above (Isa 52:10)? Or are they, on the contrary,
those very kings and nations?
First of all, the linguistic link on shāma‘ (hear) between the end of 52:15
and 53:1 suggests that the speaker cannot be the kings and the nations. Indeed, the speaker of 53:1ff who makes the “report” (shemuat: literally, “what is
heard”) cannot also be the one who “hears” (shāma‘) this report in 52:15. Those
who exclaim, “Who has believed our report?” cannot therefore be identified
with the kings and the nations since they are described as those who “shut their
mouths” and never “heard” such things. Also those who hear the message (the
kings and the nations) in Isa 52:15—and are stunned, for they never heard
such things—correspond to those in Isa 53:1 who could not “believe what they
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heard.” Therefore, the kings and the nations are those who are “hearing” the
report. This last observation suggests that those who speak in the first person
should be identified as Israel. A similar situation is described in Isa 49:1 where
Israel is clearly identified as the speaker (49:3)—the first person is used—who
invites the nations to “hear” (shāma‘).
Furthermore, a systematic investigation of the first person plural in the
book of Isaiah reveals that whenever the first person plural is used (“we,” “us,”
“our,” etc.), it always refers to Israel or Judah.2 On the basis of these observations in our text and in the general context of the book, it is reasonable to
conclude that the speakers in Isaiah 53 are the people of Israel and the listeners
are the nations. The Servant is, therefore, someone distinct from Israel, as is
evident from the following verses:
When we [Israel] see Him [the Servant], there is no beauty that we [Israel]
should desire Him [the Servant] (53:2).
And we [Israel] hid,3 as it were, our faces from Him [the Servant] . . . and
we [Israel] did not esteem Him [the Servant] (53:3).
Surely He [the Servant] has borne our [Israel] griefs and carries our [Israel]
sorrows; yet we [Israel] esteemed Him [the Servant] stricken (53:4).
But He [the Servant] was wounded for our [Israel] iniquities . . . the chastisement for our [Israel] peace was upon Him [the Servant], and by His
[the Servant] stripes we are healed (53:5)
All we [Israel] like sheep have gone astray . . . and the Lord has laid on Him
[the Servant] the iniquity of us [Israel] all (53:6).
For the transgressions of My people4 [Israel] He [the Servant] was stricken5
(53:8).

In chapter, the Servant is clearly distinguished from the people of Israel; yet
the Servant is related to Israel. The nature of this relationship is suggested in the
passage that precedes our text. In Isa 52:3-6, the suffering and “oppressed” condition of the people (vv. 4-5) triggers God’s action to “comfort” and “redeem”
“his people” (vv. 6-9).
It is interesting to note that this divine redemption is qualified with the
same language which describes the coming of the Suffering Servant; they both
“disclose” the “arm of the Lord”: “The Lord has made bare His holy arm” (52:10);
“And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?” (53:1). Also both passages imply the presence and the testimony of the nations (52:10b; cf. 52:15).
The parallels between these two passages reveal the nature of the relationship
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between the Servant and Israel. Identified as “the arm of the Lord,” the Servant
is therefore the one who will redeem and comfort the people of Israel.

A Sacrifice
The central idea of the passage is the suffering and dying of the Servant
for atoning purposes. This idea appears in eight out of the twelve verses (vv.
4-8, 10-12). It also occupies the central section of the chiasmus. This idea was
already suggested in Gen 3:15, which related the killing of the Serpent—hence
the redemption of mankind—to the killing of the “posterity” of the woman.
It is now expressed in a more explicit manner and described with terms and
motifs directly borrowed from the Levitical world. The Servant is compared to
a lamb ready for slaughter (Isa 53:7; cf. Gen 2:7; Lev 4:32; 5:6; 14:13, 21; etc.).
The passive form, one of the most characteristic features of the Levitical style,6
is most prominent in our passages. It is used sixteen times in the text; twelve of
them7 are in the Niphal, the technical form of the priestly “declaratory verdict”
is normally used in connection with the sacrifices. And this religious-cultic intention is further confirmed by the seven references to “sin,” covering all three
technical terms8 (pesha‘, ‘awōn, hē’):
v. 5: He was wounded for our transgressions (pesha‘)
He was bruised for our iniquities (‘awōn)
v. 6: And the Lord has laid on Him the iniquities (‘awōn) of us all
v. 11: He shall bear their iniquities (‘awōn)
v. 12: He bore the sin (hē’) of many

This language is quite familiar and suggests that the Servant is identified
as the sacrificial offering which in the Levitical system was bearing the sin and
hence permitted forgiveness from God:
If he brings a lamb as his sin offering . . . he shall lay his hand on the head
of the sin offering… So the priest shall make atonement for his sin (hē’)
that he has committed, and it shall be forgiven him (Lev 4:32-35).
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A King
From the first words of the song, the Servant is described as a royal figure
who shall “be exalted and extolled and be very high” (52:13); He is thus associated with kings who “shut their mouths at Him” (52:15) and with “the great”
and “the strong” with whom he shares the same wealth (53:12). Also, the word
“seed” (53:10) which is used to characterize His posterity indicates that this
Servant belongs to the Davidic line, since the word “seed” is a technical word in
the book of Isaiah to designate specifically the Davidic posterity.9 And, indeed,
the very name given to Him, “My Servant” (‘abdî) in the introduction (52:13)
and in the conclusion (53:11) confirms this identification since this is one of
the most frequent titles given in the Bible to King David.10 And this title of
King David is even attested in the book of Isaiah itself: “ ‘and he shall not come
into this city,’ says the Lord. ‘For I will defend this city, to save it for My own
sake and for My servant (‘abdî) David’s sake’” (Isa 37:34-35).

God
As strange as it may appear, the Servant is intimately related with God
Himself. This special connection already is suggested a few verses earlier in
50:10, where the reference to the Servant parallels the reference to the Lord:
“Who among you fears the Lord? Who obeys the voice of His servant?” It is
also significant that the event of God comforting His people (52:9) is described
through the imagery of the disclosure of the Lord’s arm (52:10), a language
which characterizes the coming of the Servant (53:1). Also, the divine quality
of the Servant is suggested in the fact that He is able to “justify many” (53:11), a
qualification which belongs to the judge (Deut 25:1) or to God (1 Kgs 8:32).
The universal scope of the Servant’s influence confirms, indeed, His supreme status. His domain affects “many nations” and “kings” (52:15). The word
rabbîm (many), which is repeated four times in our texts (52:15; 53:11, 12a,
12b), is a technical term often used in the Bible to cover a universal scope (see
especially Dan 9:27; 11:33; 12:4, etc.).
It is also significant that v. 6, the center of the song, is literally framed as an
inclusion with the Hebrew word kōl (all). This is the word that is traditionally
used to express the universal reference. It is the key word, for instance, of the
passage marking the end of the Creation Story (Gen 2:1-3), where it is used
three times to refer to the cosmos, the whole creation of God. In our passage,
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the “all” applies to the people who are speaking: “all of us” (kullānū). The first
“all of us” concerns the erring of the people, “all we (kullānū) like sheep have
gone astray.” The second “all of us” concerns the iniquity of the people: “And the
Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all” (kullānū).
The last (but not least) evidence of the identification of the Servant with
God is implicitly given through the metaphor of the “hidden face” (sēter
pānîm): “We hid, as it were, our faces from Him” (53:3). This is an important
motif in the book of Isaiah. Of the thirty-one occurrences in the Bible, seven
are found in the book of Isaiah,11 where this expression conveys a particular
dimension of God’s relationship with His people. One characteristic example
occurs just a few verses after our passage, where God declares: “With a little
wrath I hid My face from you for a moment” (Isa 54:8). Nearly all the biblical
passages12 apply this expression to God as subject. It is God who hides His face.
The Prophet Isaiah goes so far as to make the hiding of the face a distinctive
feature of the true God: “Truly You are God, who hide Yourself, O God of Israel, the Savior!” (Isa 45:15).
The very fact that this expression is used in Isaiah 53 in relation to the
Servant suggests that in this passage the Suffering Servant is to be identified
with God Himself. It is also significant that the same Suffering Servant declares
about Himself in another passage: “I gave My back to those who struck Me, and
My cheeks to those who plucked out the beard: I did not hide My face from
shame and spitting” (Isa 50:6).
The expression “hide my face,” which is in most cases used by God to describe His relation to mankind, is here applied to the Servant, but this time as
its subject.
In summary, whenever the Bible uses the expression “hide my face” (sēter
pānîm), it always implies God in relationship with humans, either that God is
the subject of the verb, the one who hides His face from humans (the majority
of the cases [28 out of 31]), or that God is the object of the verb. He is the one
from whom humans hide their face (the three other cases). Since the speakers
in Isa 53:6 can only be humans, it follows that the person from whom the face
is hidden (v. 3) must be God.

Isaiah 53 in Biblical Tradition
The same imagery of the plant growing out of its roots (Isa 53:2) is used in
Isa 11:1 to refer to the future ideal son of David who will receive a sevenfold
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portion of the Spirit (11:2); will judge the earth (11:4); and will ultimately bring
the eschatological peace (11:6-8). The same idea of God suffering because of
the iniquities of His people (Isa 53:5-6) is also found in Isa 43:24: “But you have
burdened Me with your sins, you have wearied Me with your iniquities.” That
the two passages are connected is further confirmed on the level of the language. It is noteworthy, indeed, that both passages share the same association
of the three technical words for sin (hē’, “sin,” v. 24b; ‘āwôn’, “iniquity,” v. 24c;
‘pesha’, “transgression,” v. 25). And both passages are related to the sacrificial
rites. In 53:7, we have the word seh (lamb) and zebah (sacrifice); in 43:23-24, we
have the word seh (lamb) and tebah (slaughter). Furthermore, it is no accident
that the key word of 43:24 is ‘ābad (here translated “burdened”) from which the
word for “servant” is derived. A literal translation of this verse would thus give:
“But you have made Me servant (‘ābad) with your sins” (Isa 43:24).
It is also interesting that in Isa 43:24b “‘ābad” echoes another occurrence
of “‘ābad” in Isa 43:23, where it is used in relation to the sacrificial offering. The
verses should then be rendered according to the following: “I have not made
you servant through sacrifice…” (Isa 43:23); “But you have made Me servant
through your sins” (Isa 43:24). The mystery of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah
53 is then decoded. His identity is revealed: it is God Himself. The reason why
He is called a Servant is given: because of the sins of the people. And the means
through which the broken relationship between God and His people will be
restored and divine forgiveness granted is shown: not merely through the usual
Levitical sacrifice, but through God Himself; God Himself functions like the
sacrifice: “Nor have you honored Me with your sacrifices. I have not caused you
to serve with grain offerings, . . . nor have you satisfied Me with the fat of your
sacrifices: . . . I, even I, am He who blots out your transgressions for My own
sake” (Isa 43:23-25).
Outside the book of Isaiah, the biblical text, which echoes Isaiah 53 most
is Psalm 22. Not only specific motifs or ideas but also particular words and
expressions are shared by the two passages.
The general common motif is the suffering of the righteous man. In both
passages the victim is humiliated and despised by men (Isa 53:3, 7; cf. Ps 22:6);
and the common words between the two passages are bzh (despised) and ‘ānāh
(afflicted/humiliated). In both texts the victim is apparently abandoned by God
(Isa 53:4; cf. Ps 22:8) and is the object of oppression (Isa 53:7; cf. Ps 22:16).
It is also noteworthy that we find in both passages, within the same context of humiliation and suffering (Isa 53:3-4; cf. Ps 22:24), the same expression
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sēter pānîm mimmennu (“hide face from him”), and in Psalm 22, the expression
is clearly applied to God. The close connection between the two expressions
used within the same association of words and thoughts allows for a connected
reading between the two passages and confirms that in Isa 53:3 it is God who is
implied as the subject of the hiding of the face.
Another important common element between the two passages concerns
their strong universal perspective. Isaiah 53 closes with a threefold reference to
the salvation of the nations (vv. 11-12). The Hebrew word rabbîm (“many”) is
repeated three times, echoing the gôyim rabbîm (“many nations”) of the introduction of the poem (Isa 52:15) as an inclusio. Likewise, Psalm 22 concludes
with a threefold reference to the salvation of the nations. Here the Hebrew
word kōl (all) is repeated three times (Ps 22:27-29, Heb 28-30) explicitly related
to the nations of the world: “all the ends of the world” (v. 27a); “all the families
of the nations” (v. 27b); “all the prosperous of the earth” (v. 29). It is noteworthy
that this echo of rhythm and ideas is also accompanied by the use of a common wording. In both passages, we find the same association of the words:
“posterity” (zera‘), “serve” (‘ābad), “righteousness” (tsdqh) (Ps 22:30-31; cf. Isa
53:10-11).
All these thematic, structural, and linguistic coincidences cannot be accidental. They suggest that the same messianic figure is implied in both texts.13
The messianic interpretation of Isaiah 53 is then supported not only on the basis of other passages in the book of Isaiah, but also from the broader testimony
of the Hebrew Bible.

Isaiah 53 in Jewish Tradition
The Suffering Messiah
The messianic interpretation of Isaiah 53 is already found as early as the
second century BCE in the Qumran community, who applied the prophecy
of Isaiah 53 to the “Savior Messiah” (Sommer 1968:364-368). A passage in the
Talmud alludes to an old tradition according to which, because of Isa 53:4, the
Messiah was to call himself a leper: “The masters [Rabbana] have said that the
leper of the school of the Rabbi . . . is his name, for it has been said: ‘He has
borne our diseases and he has borne our sufferings, and we have considered
him as a leper, smitten by God and humbled.’”14 A characteristic invocation in
the Midrash refers to this same text: “Messiah of our justice [Meshîah Tsidkēnû],
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though we are Thy forebears, Thou art greater than we because Thou didst bear
the burden of our children’s sins, and our great oppressions have fallen upon
Thee . . . . Among the peoples of the world Thou didst bring only derision and
mockery to Israel. Thy skin did shrink, and Thy body did become dry as wood;
Thine eyes were hollowed by fasting, and Thy strength became like fragmented
pottery—all that came to pass because of the sins of our children.”15
It is always the figure of the suffering Messiah that Midrash Rabbah depicts
in connection with Isa 53: “The Messiah King … will offer his heart to implore
mercy and long suffering for Israel, weeping and suffering as is written in Isa
53:5 ‘He was wounded for our transgressions,’ etc: when the Israelites sin, he
invokes upon them mercy, as it is written: ‘Upon him was the chastisement that
made us whole, and likewise the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.’
And this is what the Holy One—let him be blessed forever!—decreed in order
to save Israel and rejoice with Israel on the day of the resurrection.”16
The Aramaic Targum of Jonathan also interprets Isaiah 53 in a messianic
sense. Beginning with the introductory passages, the identity of the Servant
is made clear: “Behold, my servant the Messiah will prosper, be lifted up and
made strong; so long did the house of Israel languish after him.” The theological connection between the ritual of the sacrifice and the Messiah which lies in
the heart of Isaiah 53 is also attested in the Talmud. In fact, the whole sacrificial
system was interpreted there as a reference to messianic hope: “R. Eleazar said
in the name of R. Josei: ‘This is a halaka [a principle] that concerns the Messiah.’ Abba answered him: ‘It is not necessary to give instructions here on all
the sacrifices of victims, for this is a halaka that concerns the messianic era.’”17
More recently a significant number of Lubavitcher Hasidim have applied the
“Suffering Servant” of Isaiah 53 to their spiritual leader, the Rebbe, Menahem
Mendel Schneerson. Obviously, the messiahship of the Rebbe was not established, and he was not recognized as the Messiah by the majority of contemporary Jews; but the very fact that, in spite of the old Jewish-Christian dispute,
many orthodox Jews still choose to resort to the passage of Isaiah 53 in their
messianic argument shows how deep and strong its messianic significance is in
traditional Jewish consciousness (Berger 2001:23).

The Two Faces of the Messiah
Even the difficult paradox of the Messiah who would be both a humble
victim and a glorious king has its place in Jewish tradition. The rabbis were so
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puzzled by this contradiction that they sometimes concluded that there were
two Messiahs. A Talmudic passage elaborates on this observation of a double
figure. When the Messiah plays the role of a victim, he is then generally identified as the son of Joseph by analogy to the story of Joseph’s oppression (Genesis
37), and when he is a king, he is then recognized as the son of David.18 It is
also interesting that this Talmudic passage constructs its messianic reflection
precisely on the basis of Zech 12:10: “And I will pour on the house of David
and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem the Spirit of grace and supplication; then
they will look on Me whom they have pierced; they will mourn for Him as one
mourns for his only son, and grieve for Him as one grieves for a firstborn.”
Two opinions are thus proposed in the rabbinic discussion. One defends the
idea that this Messiah who suffers and dies is none else than the Messiah son of
Joseph who will be killed before the end of the complete redemption (geullah
shelemah) which will be brought by the “Messiah son of David.” Another, that
it is not the Messiah who is killed but the evil inclination (yetser hara). In this
conversation, the Messiah is thus associated with the war against evil. The Messiah son of Joseph would represent the messianic power who would fight and
crush the evil power and would then be followed by the royal Messiah son of
David for the ultimate and complete redemption (geullah shelemah).
In the Talmudic tradition, however, both the son of Joseph and the son
of David are destined to suffer and die. The Talmud speaks of the death of the
son of David.19 It is also significant that the Suffering Messiah portrayed in
Isaiah 53 is identified as the Messiah King,20 a title that designates the Messiah specifically as the son of David.21 The Messiah son of Joseph also appears
with the bearing of a glorious Messiah. “Ephraim [son of Joseph] Messiah of
our justice, reigns over them [the people of the world]; treat them as good
seemeth to thee.”22 The ministries of the two Messiahs therefore come together,
often giving the impression of being merged into one. It becomes difficult to
disassociate them, so much are they alike. This identity was emphasized in the
Targum, which went so far as to compare them to “twin kids.”23 One can even
wonder whether, in the thinking of ancient rabbis, this confusion on two Messiahs did not betray a fundamental idea that there really was only one Messiah.
A discussion recorded in the Talmud seems to indicate that the rabbis were
moving in that direction. One involved in the discussion inquired as to what
the name of the Messiah should be. Either Menahem son of Ezechias or a second King David who will reign gloriously and eternally, or even the leper called
to be humbled and to carry the burden of our suffering and diseases.24 The
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possibility of two Messiahs never appears in the course of this conversation. In
fact, the discussions of the rabbis seem only to try to understand the composite
figure of the Messiah, for the various names they give him are aimed rather at
disclosing some aspect of his personality. According to biblical and rabbinical word studies (Sarsowsky 1904), it was conceivable that one and the same
person should have several names. To talk about a son of Joseph or a son of
David did not necessarily mean two different Messiahs. In fact, a passage of the
Jerusalem Talmud records the two sides of the Messiah: “If the messianic king
is from the living, his name is David; if from the dead, his name is David.”25 The
Jewish tradition confirms that the Messiah son of Joseph is in spite of his title
of Davidic descent.26

A Divine Messiah
Ancient rabbis went even further. Alongside the presentation of a Messiah with human flesh and blood, they dared to identify the Messiah with God
Himself. The idea implied in Isaiah 53 that the Suffering Servant, the son of
David, is also God finds its boldest expression in rabbinic literature. “The Messiah,” says the Talmud, “will have the name of the Holy Blessed One.27 For it is
said in Jeremiah 23:6: ‘And this is the name by which He will be called: “The
Lord is our righteousness.”’”28 “What is the name of the Messiah King?” asks the
Midrash. R. Abba ben Kahana says: “Yahweh is his name as written in Jeremiah
23:6. This is the name by which he will be called: ‘The Lord [Yahweh] is our
righteousness.’”29
The Targum of Jonathan fits the typical traditional view, since it translates
the text in this manner: “‘Behold, the days are coming,’ says Yahweh, ‘when
I shall bring forth to David the Messiah of justice. He will reign as King and
prosper.’ And behold the name that He shall be given: Justice will be given to us
in those days in the name of Yahweh.”30 The Messiah of Israel thus is likened to
God and bears the name (Yahweh) of God. But the identity is not limited to the
name: the identity includes common attributes, such as their eternity and their
royalty. Indeed, numerous passages in the Midrash and the Talmud bring the
Messiah and God together in their eternity and make them both the “firsts.” “I
shall manifest myself the first, as God … and I shall bring to you the ‘first,’ and
that is the Messiah.”31
Commenting on Isa 9:6, the Targum clarifies still further the divine attributes of the Messiah: “The prophet says to the house of David: A master teacher
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has been born to us, a son is ours; He will take the law upon Himself and will
set a guard over it; since the beginning His name has been pronounced: Wonderful in counsel, Mighty God, Everlasting One, Messiah during whose days
peace will abound upon us.”32
An ancient Midrash goes so far as to identify the kingship of the Messiah
with divine kingship. “A king of flesh and blood permits no one to put the
crown on his head; but the day will come when the Holy One, blessed be He,
will place His crown on the head of the Messiah King.”33
No wonder then that the Messiah and God share the same spirit! Indeed,
the Messiah possesses the same spirit as God. The Midrash takes this lesson
from the first words of the biblical Creation story. “Gen 1:2: ‘The Spirit of God
was moving over the face of the waters’ indicates that the spirit of the Messiah
King was present, as written in Isa 11:2: ‘The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon
Him.’”34
According to Jewish tradition, in tune with the biblical data, the Messiah
should be identified with God Himself. Savior, eternal, supreme King, Adonai
Himself endowed with the same Spirit of God, but also the son of David, the
son of Jesse. What will become inconceivable and irreconcilable later in Judaism was yet perfectly acceptable at the early stages of rabbinic thinking.
After a thorough examination of ancient Jewish literature, this is the surprising conclusion of Jewish scholar David Flusser, of the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem: “In the Midrashic literature, the ways of the Messiah acquire a
dimension which is beyond everyday life and passes human understanding”
(1987:56).

The Lessons of Messianic Prophecy
The Hermeneutic Lesson
The messianic interpretation of the Old Testament texts is often suspect
and methodologically difficult to justify. It has been argued that in the New
Testament writings as well as in Jewish traditional writings these texts were
taken out of their original context in order to serve the apologetic purpose
of proving the messianic identification. The messianic texts were, in fact, not
meant to be messianic. What is missed, however, in this critical evaluation is
the fact that the ancient Jews and early Jewish-Christians never claimed to have
performed an exegesis of messianic texts. The messianic proof was never made
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on the basis of an exegetical argumentation. The reason, then, why these biblical passages were applied to the Messiah was not because they were exegetically
proven to refer to the Messiah, or even because they were arbitrarily used as
“proof texts,” but rather because they had been preserved in the traditional
memory as being messianic. A possible explanation for this trust in those texts
is that it was traditionally believed that along with the Sacred Scriptures was
transmitted an oral tradition of interpretation which already stemmed from
the original setting of these texts, presumably originating from the biblical author himself. 35 Whatever the historical truth may be on that matter, the fact
that messianic interpretations of the biblical texts are already attested in the
Hebrew canon and in the Jewish corpus—the Talmud and the Midrashim—
while the Jewish-Christian controversy was still going full blast, constitutes an
important evidence of their authenticity and profound rooting in the Jewish
consciousness (this also by the same token attests the honesty of the scribes
who transmitted these traditions).
Thus, many Jews were able to recognize Jesus as their Messiah (Doukhan
2002:74-78) because He was perceived as fulfilling the messianic prophecies
and traditions. His life, His works, His words, and even the exact moment He
appeared and died, perfectly matched the portrayal, which was outlined in biblical and Jewish tradition. In fact, in the history of the Jewish Messiah, this is
the only one who so consistently has been related to the prophetic statements
of the Hebrew Bible concerning the Messiah. This amazing phenomenon has
been observed by Jewish scholar H. J. Schonfield: “It is needful to emphasize
that neither before nor since Jesus, has there been anyone whose experiences
from first to last have been so pin-pointed as tallying with what was held to be
prophetic intimations concerning the Messiah” (1967:36). It is also noteworthy
that in the process of the discussion the Jew or the Jewish-Christian did not
need to perform a thorough exegesis of the messianic text. A mere reference
was enough. The question whether these texts were indeed originally intended
to be messianic is a modern question and was irrelevant then. Only later, when
the testimony of the traditional messianic interpretations of these biblical texts
was no longer taken at face value, did it become necessary to submit them to
the exegetical trial.
Now if the exegetical scrutiny of the texts leads to the conclusion that these
texts were indeed meant to be messianic, it follows that the actual messianic
interpretations as attested in the New Testament were not at odds with the
original intention of the texts. The Jews who recognized Jesus of Nazareth as
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their Messiah were then exegetically correct to do so. This has tremendous implications in regard to the hermeneutical questions.
First of all, it suggests a lesson concerning the nature of the texts. It obliges
us to recognize that they have a predictive quality. The Bible is not just a piece
of literature with high spiritual messages merely reflecting a contemporary situation. Its words transcend the cultural and historical setting and witness to a
supernatural origin. The Bible is prophetic.
Second, it suggests a lesson concerning the connection between the socalled Old Testament and New Testament. If the New Testament writings testify to an event, which was predicted in the Old Testament, this means that the
Old Testament and the New Testament belong together and are the product of
the same inspiration. Indeed, they are not speaking independently, as if they
were testifying to two heterogeneous truths, which would project themselves
either in divergent or even in parallel directions and never meet. Instead, the
Old Testament and the New Testament move toward each other and are meant
to confirm, complement, and enrich each other.

The Historical Lesson
And yet, history seems to contradict the Christian “messianic” interpretation of the biblical texts. If the Messiah had already come, how can we explain
this long, painful history of suffering and wars? The wolf does not dwell with
the lamb and the earth is not full of the knowledge of the Lord (see Isa 11:6-9).
Why didn’t Jesus bring with Him the response longed for by the Jewish people
and humanity—the response of everlasting peace and love in the kingdom of
God? Why do we need a second coming of the Messiah to meet this requirement? These questions are legitimate and most reasonable. Yet they overlook a
very important historical fact. If the coming of the Messiah Jesus had brought
with it the end of human history, this would have meant that He had come only
for the Jews of the first century, without even the awareness of all the other Jews
and human beings of the world. In other words, the first coming of the Messiah
in the tormented flesh of history was necessary precisely in order to give to the
messianic event its universal scope and character. Paradoxically, this need for a
universal application of the messianic event that is sometimes used as an argument against the messianic claim of Jesus may well, in fact, be used as an argument for His messiahship. It is indeed remarkable that only the coming of Jesus
has brought the light of Israel with this message of hope, and love, and peace
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beyond the local borders of time and space. This observation has been verified
from the point of view of Jewish-Christian history; for without the Christian
testimony, the message of Israel would have remained secluded within the narrow limits of its space and might have disappeared from the scene of history
(Doukhan 2002:94-95).
But most of all, this observation has been powerfully confirmed in messianic history. It is, indeed, significant that after Jesus a great number of Messiahs
rose in Israel’s history. From the warrior Simeon Bar-Kokhba in the second
century, to the mystic Shabbetai Tsevi of Smyrna in the seventeenth century,
and even nowadays to Rabbi Menahem Mendel Schneerson of New York, there
has been a continuous chain of messianic pretenders (see Sherbok 1997:193
for a listing of these messiahs). All these messiahs drew crowds to themselves.
Yet history does not retain them as messiahs anymore. Each movement was a
short-lived flame which did not extend its fire beyond the space and time of
those messiahs. History provides the test for the true Messiah. This criterion
for true messianism is affirmed in Judaism. Speaking of all the messianic movements which appear and disappear in the course of Jewish history, Berger acknowledges that “the reason that such movements do not last goes to one of the
most fundamental messianic convictions in Judaism: failure is failure” (Berger
2001:21). We can recall here the point made by the Pharisee Raban Gamaliel,
disciple of the great Hillel, when confronted with the question whether Jesus
qualified as the true Messiah: “If this plan or this work is of men, it will come to
nothing; but if it is of God, you cannot overthrow it” (Acts 5:38-39). Gamaliel
was then referring to an old rabbinical principle attested later in a proverb pronounced by the Palestinian Tana of the second century, Johanan ha-sandlar:
“Any community that is inspired from heaven will establish itself but what is
not inspired from heaven will not.” 36
It is amazing, indeed, that Jesus, the first and hence the most ancient Jewish
Messiah, also happens to be the only one that we still talk about, the only one
who still has disciples, the only one who has been carried beyond the frontiers
of space and time. This is an interesting fact, which merits consideration.

The Jewish-Christian Lesson
Yet the problem remains. After two thousand years of painful history, the
Christians have not been able to prove to the Jews that Jesus was the Messiah.
And at the end of our demonstration, we must pause and honestly recognize
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that the messianic argument is not enough to trigger conviction. Even if we
believe that the messianic texts are providing us with the proof that Jesus was
indeed the Messiah, they still remain secondary in the decision. The reaction I
usually receive when I present this material to Christians and to Jews is a perfect illustration of this observation.
When I present this material and all these arguments to Christians, they
are often amazed and excited; and they always respond in the same manner
with the same question: “How come then that with all these proofs, the Jews
have still not recognized Jesus as the Messiah?” My answer to the Christian’s
question is then: “Did you know all these proofs before?” And they always recognize that they did not. “How come then,” I reply, “that you were able to recognize Jesus as the Messiah without all these proofs?”
When I present the same material and the same messianic prophecies to
Jews, they are intrigued and always confront me with the same question: “If
your proofs are so convincing, how is it that we never heard anything like this
from our rabbis?” The very fact that this testimony was not given by the rabbis
raises suspicion, all the more as this interpretation has traditionally been carried by Christians.
Both reactions, the Jewish and the Christian, show that proofs based solely
on rational argumentation are not enough to bring about conviction. However
powerful the argument may be, it still remains within the domain of abstraction. More convincing than the words and dialectics is the real experience. Remarkably, the Gospel record does not give even one case of “conversion” based
exclusively on rational or even Scriptural demonstration. In fact, when “conversion” happened, it came from a different direction. Acceptance derived from
the experience of a personal encounter with a person, the Messiah Himself, or
when He was no longer there, with someone who experienced that encounter
and testified to it. And from there, they would move to the next step and seek
confirmation in the Scriptures and in theological deductions. A study of the
Scriptures brings a ratification of the choice rather than a demonstration of it.
Many Christians are so conditioned from childhood to believe in Jesus that
they imagine, somewhat childishly, that they hold in their hands the absolute
proof of the truth. Such Christians run the risk of someday falling into intolerance, as many already have. Since they believe they have the absolute proof of
their truth, they brandish it as a threat to anyone, and especially the Jew, who
is not convinced. And they forget that their existence alone is the convincing
argument.
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No wonder, then, that the human testimony hardly worked, and Jews were
not convinced. And today, after Auschwitz and two thousand years of Christian anti-Semitism, the Christian voice has never been so weak, so difficult to
be heard. And “how then shall they call on Him in whom they have not believed? And how shall they believe in Him of whom they have not heard? And
how shall they hear without a preacher?” (Rom 10:14).
Because of the failure of the human testimony, Christians have lost the
right to claim the determining proof which could establish the messianic truth
“beyond the shadow of a doubt” (Doukhan 2002:74-78). After two thousand
years of painful history and especially after the Holocaust, the Christian argument has lost its power and its legitimacy. And even if Jesus was and is the true
Messiah as announced by the prophets, even if the messianic prophecies were
indeed pointing to Him, even if the demonstration conducted in these pages
was convincing—because of this history the doubt will always remain. And the
messianic riddle will stay unsolved, for the Jews as well as for the Christians.
For as long as the Messiah is not the same for the Jews and for the Christians,
He cannot be the Messiah. Martin Buber should be reassured. The Messiah will
not answer. Only we Jews and Christians are responsible for answering this
question.
It is the duty of Christians corporately or individually to provide a convincing testimony about the messiahship of Jesus. The task is not easy; it stumbles
on the stones of history. It is not just the work of a Bible study, of a sermon, or
of a book. The claim of the “truth” is no longer sufficient. The testimony implies
a whole program of conversion—in language, in thinking, in life; in fact, it implies the healing of the two-thousand-year wound of Jewish-Christian history.
And if someday the Christian testimony becomes convincing to the Jews
corporately or individually, even then the Jews should tolerate no compromise
on the Jewish identity. Jews who will recognize Jesus as their Messiah will have
to do it as Jews. For either Jesus is the Messiah of the Jews, and His messiahship
should fit and even confirm the Jewish heritage, or He is not the Messiah. But
even if the Christian message fails to be convincing to the Jews because of the
nature of the messenger, the God above who “tests the hearts and minds” (Ps
7:9), the God of Abraham who knows the weight of history, will provide. And
it may well be then that Rabbi Matt’s bold scenario will take place:
That he whose second coming is awaited by the Christian and he whose
(first) coming is awaited by the Jew will be seen, when he comes, to have the
same face (Hershel 1975:405).
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The story about Martin Buber will then make sense. To the question “Were
you here before?” the Messiah will simply answer, “Here I am!” and this is all
that we will need to hear.
Notes
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64:3, 5-6, 8-9.
3
Note that the same motif of “hiding the face” reappears in the next chapter also, in
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22
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23
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24
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25
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26
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28
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Chapter 5

THE PLACE OF ISRAEL IN JEWISH THINKING
DAVID BATEMAN

I am very pleased to wish you a very warm welcome to my 3,000 year old
home. No, I’m not quite that old (!) and from my accent you know that this
land has not always been my physical home.
In fact—I always tell folks I was raised in “God’s country.” I was born in . . .
no, not Brooklyn, Los Angeles, Chicago, or Miami but in Tacoma, Washington
and subsequently raised in Portland, Oregon. Back in those days God’s country
meant for me the beautiful Pacific Northwest.
Today God’s country has taken on quite a different meaning in my life—
and that makes me a miracle. No credit due to me, mind you. But I am a miracle. I grew up with no Jews living within miles of me, my sister and I were
the only Jews in our primary school, and I was as comfortable with the lyrics
of Christmas carols as I was with Hanukkah songs. I like to recall a particularly ecumenical Sabbath in my early adolescence. My family and I traveled
by car on Saturday morning to attend a bar mitzvah in our very liberal Jewish
Congregation. We were invited to a Roman Catholic Nuptial Mass in the early
afternoon—so we grabbed a fast-food—not exactly kosher, cheeseburger lunch
at McDonalds and in the early evening I attended a Billy Graham revival with
my best buddy—who happened to be Baptist. That’s where I come from.
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And after a religious quest that involved studying, teaching, and practicing
as a rabbi in Chicago, New York, Milwaukee, Denver, and New Jersey, my wife
Beverly and I chose a little over seven years ago to make our home here in this
magical, mystical, biblical land with all its modern-day complexities. We came
ironically, as new immigrants in one sense and at the same time as repatriated
citizens who have come home. We are simultaneously “greenhorns” and the
direct descendents of great-great-great . . . grandparents who were driven into
exile a mere 2,000 years ago, just returning to our ancestral plot of land.
So, welcome to my new, millennia-old home in God’s country—called Israel. The very same name given to His people.
I am very honored to be here today to share with you my perspective on the
relationship between the people and the land of Israel. When I say my perspective, on the whole I mean the perspective of religious Zionist Jews. There are
many Jews living here who do not consider themselves religious, but ascribe to
a kind of secular Zionism. There are also some religious Jews who live here in
what they clearly regard as the Holy Land, but do not ascribe to Zionism nor
do they see any religious significance in the modern State of Israel. Though all
our stories overlap to some degree, there are significant departures, so I want
to make it perfectly clear that I do not presume to represent the views of those
two groups.
It goes without saying that we need to refer to the Bible, what you call the
Old Testament. But as I would prefer to term it now, we need to refer to Torah,
both in its written form and what was originally its Oral Tradition, now recorded in the Talmud and Midrash.
To get the whole story, we need to go back to the beginning, the very beginning. “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth . . . .”
(Gen 1:1).
According to Rashi, who lived in the eleventh century in France, in the
most popular of the many hundreds of rabbinic commentaries on the Torah,
the first verse does not say: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth.” The first word “Bereishit” means “In the beginning of.” According to
Rashi the first verse of the Torah is not a complete sentence and, instead, the
first three verses should be translated as a complete sentence, as follows:
“In the beginning of God’s creation of the heavens and the earth, when the
earth was in chaos and dark was upon the surface of the deep and the spirit of
God hovered upon the surface of the waters, God said: Let there be light—and
there was light.”

66

The Place of Israel in Jewish Thinking
Rashi makes the following point: The Torah is not a history or a science
book. It is not about the chronological order of creation. Nor is it a technical
guide to the scientific processes through which creation came about. So, Rashi
asks, if the Torah is a book of Mitzvot or commandments, then, why didn’t it
simply begin with Exod 12:2 in which the first of the 613 Divine Commandments (about the lunar calendar) is given to the Jewish people? Rashi then
explains that the reason for the Torah’s narrative of creation is to establish that
God is the Sovereign Owner of the universe.
This point is expressed in Rashi’s commentary on Ps 111:6 “He declared
to His people the power of His works in order to give them the heritage of the
nations [the land of Israel].” “If the nations accuse Israel of thievery for seizing
the lands of the seven nations of Canaan, Israel can respond: He created it and
He granted it to whomever He deemed fit. It was His desire to give it to them
and then it was His desire to take it from them and give it to us.” This is Rashi’s
commentary from the eleventh century which seems to be quite prophetic.
For Rashi, and therefore for many traditional Jews, the Torah literally begins with our theme, this is God’s country. His to do with what He in His infinite wisdom wishes.
I know this might sound smug. But the Torah makes it absolutely clear that
we Jews have no permission to be smug about this Divine gift called the Land
of Israel.
The chapters of the Torah that clearly have universal import for all humankind about the Garden of Eden, the Tower of Babel, and the Flood, are followed
by chapters that are quite explicit about what God wishes to do with the land.
These chapters retell how the history of the Jewish people begins with
Abraham. And the story of Abraham begins when God tells him to leave his
homeland, promising Abraham and his descendants a new home in the land
of Canaan.
“And God said to Abram: Go, for yourself, from your land, from your
birthplace and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you” (Gen
12:1).
Abraham packed up and moved out, not knowing, to begin with, exactly
where he was going. After a long trek up the Euphrates, he was guided to the
west and south until he came to a two-hundred mile long strip of land between
the Mediterranean and the Dead Sea, mountainous in the center, with coastal
plains to the west and the Sinai desert to the south. No one appreciated, at that
stage, the strategic position of the land of Israel, sited at the junction of three
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great land masses. Nor could they foresee the beauty it would have, one day,
when the desert would be made to blossom. That was all tucked away in the
drawer of Divine plans. God promised Abraham simply in Gen 12:7, “To your
descendants I will give this land.”
This is the land now known as Israel, named after Abraham’s grandson,
whose descendants are the Jewish people. The land is often referred to as the
Promised Land because of God’s repeated promise to Abraham’s son Isaac, and
grandson Jacob, in Gen 12:7; 13:15; 15:18; 17:8. The promise is reiterated time
and time again—to give the land to the descendants of Abraham.
There was a certain irony in this promise. Although Abraham and his wife
had been happily married for many years, they had no children. Yet God was
promising the land to their descendants! The promise was repeated and expanded as the years passed, but Abraham and Sarah traveled around the land
in their tents, still childless, and no nearer to possessing the land than when
they first arrived.
One night Abraham had an opportunity to question God more closely.
“I am the LORD,” he had just been told, “who brought you from Ur of the
Chaldeans to give you this land to possess” (Gen 15:7-8).
Instantly Abraham unburdened his understandable doubt. “O Lord GOD,”
he asked, “how am I to know that I shall possess it?”
To confirm and guarantee His promise, God proceeded to make a solemn
covenant with Abraham. At the same time, He outlined His plans:
“Your descendants will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs, and will be
slaves there, and they will be oppressed for four hundred years; but I will bring
judgment on the nation which they serve, and afterward they shall come out
with great possessions . . . . And they shall come back here in the fourth generation; for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete” (Gen 15:13,16).
Isn’t it striking how accurately this prophecy was fulfilled? Abraham becomes the father of a son, called Isaac. His grandson, Jacob, has twelve sons,
whose offspring form the twelve tribes of Israel. As predicted, the Israelites
move south into Egypt, a foreign land, in a time of famine. Their numbers
grow, and they are enslaved by Pharaoh. Moses is given the task of leading them
out. After ten dramatic plagues brought Egypt to its knees, the night eventually
came when the Israelites left Egypt.
After the miraculous splitting of the Red (Reed) Sea, Moses led the Israelites to Mount Sinai where we received the Torah including the 613 mitzvot
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(commandments). We, now a people, not individual Patriarchs, joined with
God in a great covenant, in which we agreed to keep those commandments.
As Jewish religious Zionists understand it, one of the 613 is The Mitzvah of
Living in the Land of Israel.
In Num 33:53, the people of Israel are instructed as follows: “You shall
drive out the inhabitants of the land and dwell therein, for unto you have I
given the land to possess it.”
Based on these verses, the thirteenth century Spanish Torah scholar, Nachmanides (Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman) counts the mitzvah of settling in the
land of Israel as number four on his list of mitzvot. This mitzvah incorporates
the command to accept God’s offer of the land and to live in it.
According to one Talmudic sage:
“Dwelling in the Land of Israel is equal to all of [the other 612] mitzvot”
(The Sifre, Parashat Re’eh 80).
The land of Israel is central to Judaism. A substantial portion of Jewish
law is tied to the land of Israel, and can only be performed here. In fact, of the
613 Biblical commandments—342 of them are commandments that are only
operative in the land of Israel—either in agriculture, such as the Sabbatical year
(in which the fields are to lie fallow) or in the context of the Temple-based rituals of Jerusalem. That leaves a minority, 271 out of the 613 biblical commandments, hat are practicable outside of Israel.
Living outside of Israel is viewed as an unnatural state for a Jew. The world
outside of Israel is often referred to as “Diaspora” or “dispersion,” but to a religious, Zionist Jew, it is “galut,” which means “exile.” When we live outside of
Israel, we are living in exile from our land. Even in modern Hebrew the translation of “abroad”—as in “I’m traveling abroad”—is “chutz la’aretz” meaning
simply “outside the Land.”
As mentioned above, at Mount Sinai we received the Torah—including the
613 mitzvot or commandments and now as a people we are joined with God in
a great covenant, in which we agreed to keep those commandments.
In return, God promised us a long and happy life in the land He was giving
to us. However, there were conditions. Our continued possession of the land
was dependent on our moral behavior. If, like the Amorites, we defiled it with
immorality, our tenancy would be terminated.
This brings us to the next prophecy in which Moses foretold Jewish history
for hundreds and even thousands of years.
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To formalize the covenant with God, He pronounced on the people a series
of blessings and curses, which were to be recited aloud and written down as
testimony upon entering the land. They are found in Deut 28. The first fourteen verses are concerned with the blessings we would enjoy if we were obedient. The rest of the long chapter outlines the troubles God would bring with
increasing intensity, if we failed to honor our side of the covenant. At first the
economy would go wrong. Rsains would fail and crops would shrivel. Our enemies would get the better of us, and foreign kings would rule over us. As the
pressure increased, we would be invaded and besieged, and taken away into
captivity.
The amazing thing is, it all came true. After forty years wandering, the
Israelites took over the land of the Amorites, Canaanites, and company. Ruled
by leaders called Judges for five hundred years, the pinnacle of power and prosperity was reached during the reigns of David and Solomon. Devotion to God
and obedience to His Torah had brought about the blessings promised therein.
But then, slowly, we drifted away from God. The worship of foreign gods was
imported from the surrounding nations. Care for the poor and oppressed was
neglected. Inevitably, the curses began to bite. The Prophets warned us but on
the whole we did not heed their message. Neighboring countries such as the
Syrians and Edomites encroached upon our territory. The mighty Assyrians
crossed the Euphrates and then deported ten of our twelve tribes into captivity.
Eventually, around 587 BCE, the Babylonians captured Jerusalem and took
the tribes of Judah and Benjamin away. For seventy years the land was empty
of all but the poorest Jews. After that time, a minority of the Jewish people
was allowed to return from Babylon. They picked up the thread of national life
during the approximately four-hundred-year long Second Temple Period and
were subject in turn to the Persians, Greeks, and Romans until the destruction
of the Second Temple in 70 CE. and the tremendous slaughter and exile that
took place in 135 CE.
But, again, it was all foretold.
Eventually, Moses warned: “The LORD will scatter you among all peoples,
from one end of the earth to the other . . . . Among those nations you shall find
no ease, and there shall be no rest for the sole of your foot . . . . night and day
you shall be in dread, and have no assurance of your life” (Deut 28:64-66).
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Verse by verse, it is a terrifying vision of slaughter and death that was realized, more or less, throughout the 2,000 year exile but only fully fulfilled in the
Holocaust.
And though the return of the People of Israel to the Land of Israel was in
progress well before the Holocaust—following it, the process of the ingathering
of the exiles accelerated extremely rapidly leading to the declaration of the State
of Israel in 1948.
On the campus of Tel Aviv University is a museum called Beth Hatefutsot, The Diaspora Museum (literally—The House of the Dispersion). It shows
young Jews of today’s Israel (who never knew the exile) how their fathers and
mothers preserved their beliefs and culture during centuries of wandering, how
we observed the faith of our fathers and mothers and avoided assimilation and
how we returned to the land of our dreams. In a darkened auditorium, rays of
light project onto the curved ceiling above a world map where tiny stars represent the known communities of Jews from the times of Assyria, Babylon, and
Rome onward. Practically every country of the world has been home to Jews at
some time. As the centuries pass by, the stars in the display move eerily, as persecution drives the Jewish people from one country to another. France, Germany, Spain, Poland, Great Britain—each act of terror is catalogued in lights.
Sometimes the lights go out, as whole communities pass into oblivion. Then,
amazingly, the pinpoints of light begin to move back to the Land of Israel, as
the Return gets under way in the twentieth century.
Whole galleries of the Beth Hatefutsot museum are devoted to Jewish communities in particular lands—a pagoda-style synagogue modeled on the one in
Peking, a reconstruction of a wedding in the Ukraine, a pious Jew pleading for
his life before a Jesuit priest in the Inquisition, and most moving of all, in letters
of fire, the last words penned by Jews who faced death in the Holocaust.
Then the exhibition reaches the last joyful stages of the Return. First comes
the publishing of Theodore Herzl’s The Jewish State in 1896, then the Zionist
Congress of 1897. Then follows the grinding labor of the early settlements in
Palestine under the Turks. The British mandate after the First World War allows more and more Jews to return. Finally, the agony and horror of the Holocaust precipitates an irresistible chain of events leading finally to the formation
of the State of Israel in 1948.
Since those exciting days, as is known, hardly a day goes by without some
mention of this little State in newspapers of the great capitals of the world. No
bigger than New Jersey, with a population two-thirds that of London, Israel
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enjoys—or suffers from!—a kind of prominence in world affairs that is wildly
out of proportion with its miniscule size. Never before has a nation been driven
systematically from its land, survived twenty-five centuries of uprooting, and
come back to life on its ancient hills with such miraculous vigor.
David Ben Gurion (1886-1973) formally announced Israel’s declaration of
statehood and publicly read the “Proclamation of the Establishment of the State
of Israel” over the radio on May 14th, 1948. Among other things, he said:
The Land of Israel was the birthplace of the Jewish people. Here the spiritual, religious and national identity was formed. Here they achieved independence and created a culture of national and universal significance. Here
they wrote and gave the Bible to the world . . . Exiled from Palestine, the
Jewish people remained faithful to it in all the countries of the dispersion,
never ceasing to pray and hope for their return and restoration of their
national freedom.
Accordingly we, the members of the National Council met together in solemn assembly today and by virtue of the natural and historic right of the
Jewish people and with the support of the resolution of the General Assembly of the United Nations, hereby proclaim the establishment of the
Jewish state in Palestine to be called Israel . . . We offer peace and amity to
all neighboring states and their peoples and invite them to cooperate with
the independent Jewish nation for the common good of all . . . With trust in
the Rock of Israel, we set our hands to this declaration at this session of the
Provisional State Council in the city of Tel Aviv on Sabbath Eve, 5th Iyyar
5708, 14th day of May 1948 (Jewish Virtual Library).

Let me also share the following moving quote by Charles Krauthammer
published in The Weekly Standard, May 11, 1998:
Israel is the very embodiment of Jewish continuity: It is the only nation on
earth that inhabits the same land, bears the same name, speaks the same
language, and worships the same God that it did 3,000 years ago. You dig
the soil and you find pottery from Davidic times, coins from Bar Kokhba,
and 2,000-year-old scrolls written in a script remarkably like the one that
today advertises ice cream at the corner candy store.

We must ask, What is the meaning of all this? Is it some fantastic coincidence that God’s people should survive and return to God’s country, when so
many other nations in history have perished? The answer is right at the end of
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the blessings and curses we looked at in the Book of Deuteronomy. The miraculous events that comprise the formation of the modern State of Israel were
clearly foretold:
It will be when these things come upon you—the blessings and the curse
that I have presented before you—then you will take it to your heart among
all the nations where the Lord your God has dispersed you. And you will
return unto the Lord your God . . . and God will bring back your captivity
and have mercy on you and He will gather you in from all the peoples to
which the Lord your God has scattered you. If your dispersed will be at the
ends of heaven, from there the Lord your God will gather you in . . . . The
Lord your God will bring you to the Land that your forefathers possessed
and you shall possess it (Deut 30:1-5).

To properly understand the miracle of the return of God’s people to His
Land after 2,000 years is not to focus solely on the prophetic, miraculous side
of this unique phenomenon. There is a practical side to how we kept this dream
very much alive every day of our lives for 2,000 years. You must understand
that for 2,000 years my people observed annually four separate fast days (no
food or drink) in commemoration of the destruction of the Temple and the loss
of national sovereignty. One of those fast days is a full-fledged day of mourning observed from nightfall to nightfall. The Book of Lamentations—and an
entire book of dirges are recited while sitting on the ground in the clothes of
mourning—giving voice to the pain of the loss of the holy Temple and our
homeland.
For 2,000 years under the bridal canopy the words of Ps 137:5-6 were solemnly intoned: “If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither. If I do
not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth; if I prefer not
Jerusalem above my chief joy.”
On one of the happiest day of our lives, we acknowledged Jerusalem as our
greatest joy. And then we broke a glass—symbolizing our brokenness at the loss
of Jerusalem.
For 2,000 years we beseeched God and prayed the following words from
our prayer book three times daily while physically facing Jerusalem. We begged
God: Sound the great Shofar (ram’s horn) to herald our freedom, raise high
the banner to gather all exiles. Gather the dispersed from the ends of the earth
Have mercy, Lord, and return to Jerusalem, Your city. May your presence dwell
there as You have promised. Build it now, in our days and for all time..
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On the Sabbath and holy days of our calendar for 2,000 years we cried out:
“May it be your will, Lord our God and God of our ancestors, to lead us up in
joy to our Land and to settle our People within its borders . . . and there may we
worship You with love and reverence as in days of old and in ancient times.”
And for 2,000 years we read the words of the prophets every Sabbath and
took comfort in their visions of a restored national future: “Though I scattered
them among the nations, yet in far countries they shall remember me, and with
their children they shall live and return. I will bring them home” (Zech 10:910).
“I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, and they shall rebuild the
ruined cities and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine,
and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit. I will plant them on their land,
and they shall never again be uprooted out of the land that I have given them,”
says the LORD your God” (Amos 9:14-15).
“For the Lord will have compassion on Jacob and will again choose Israel,
and will set them in their own land, and sojourners will join them and will attach themselves to the house of Jacob” (Isa 14:1-2).
For the Jewish people the Land of Israel is not only the holiest of lands but
it is the very center of the earth. One rabbinic teaching in the Midrash bases
itself on the prophet Ezekiel, a long verse that ends with the words: “that dwells
in the center of the earth” (Ezechiel 38:12). The rabbinic comment is: “Even as
the navel is in a man’s middle, so the Land of Israel . . . dwells in the middle of
the earth . . . (and) Jerusalem is in the middle of the Land.”
I have always loved the image: Israel, and especially Jerusalem, as the navel of the earth. Just as the navel is the point of connection from the infant to
its mother, so the point of connection between the earthly Jerusalem and the
Heavenly Jerusalem is right here.
For 2,000 years my people have dreamed of returning to this land, literally
kissed the ground upon entering it when fortunate enough to get here (had our
bodies sent here for burial when we couldn’t), and consider, literally, every step
we take in it a fulfillment of the commandment God gave to Abraham, “Arise,
walk about the land across its length and breadth, for to you I will give it” (Gen
13:17).
The Jewish people have indeed walked a long and circuitous path to, within, far away from, and back again to this Land.
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As religious Zionist Jews see it, this amazing course through history has
been foretold throughout the Bible. Religious Zionists recite a prayer for the
State of Israel every Sabbath in the synagogue. Excerpts from it go as follows:
Our Father in heaven, Rock and Redeemer of the people Israel, bless the
State of Israel, the first flowering of our redemption . . . . Spread over it your
canopy of peace . . . and grant peace in the Land and everlasting joy to ALL its
inhabitants . . . .
And command our brethren, the House of Israel, in all the lands of their
dispersion and cause them to make their way with renewed vigor to Zion your
city and to Jerusalem . . . . And speedily send the son of David, your righteous
Redeemer.
The “first flowering of the redemption”—the ingathering of the exiles is
well underway. We have returned with the languages and physical features of
Americans, Brits, Indians, Ethiopians, Russians, Swedes, Slavs, and Yemenites.
After our sojourn around the world we are all of humankind in microcosm. We
pray for peace especially in this Land because when we do discover the secret
here, it will then indeed have been revealed for all humankind, sand the world
will be redeemed with the coming of the Messiah. May that day come speedily
in our own!
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Chapter 6

JERUSALEM AND THE GOSPEL
GARY KRAUSE

When Jesus paid His final visit to Jerusalem for the Passover Feast some
2,000 years ago, the ancient city was even then steeped in centuries of history.
A thousand years earlier, King David had made Jerusalem the capital of
Israel. By transporting the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem, David made it the
spiritual center of his people.
Through the years, the City of David has played a key part in Jewish history, culture, politics, identity, and spirituality. For millennia, devout Jews have
followed the prophet Daniel’s example, and prayed three times a day toward
Jerusalem, “To Jerusalem thy city return in mercy” (Dan 6:10), and recited, “If
I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning” (Ps 137:5).
The psalmist called it “beautiful in elevation, the joy of the whole earth” (Ps
48:2). Its location has helped to give it prestige and protection.
Of course the city of Jerusalem has gone through many changes over thousands of years. But as we walk the streets of the old city it is sas if we can still
hear echoes from through the centuries:
Joyful echoes of Solomon’s workers building the first glorious temple.
Painful echoes of destruction, sieges, and death.
Musical echoes of singing exiles returning from Babylon.
The mind-thudding echoes of nails being driven into the hands of a Jewish
teacher named Jesus.
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In Jesus’ day, Jerusalem was always busy with visitors and traders. Inns and
lodging houses dotted the city. It was an important city—one of the largest between Alexandria and Damascus. The temple was the biggest contributor to the
city’s economy, by far. Either directly or indirectly, nearly everyone depended
on it.
When Jesus visited during the spring Passover festival, Jerusalem was like
a vast camp meeting with pilgrims flocking in for the feast. Jewish historian Josephus said up to 3 million people would attend. More conservative estimates
of about 350,000 are still impressive. Jesus arrived in Bethany—just near the
Mount of Olives—six days ahead of the feast to spend time with his friends
Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. He stayed with them through the Passover. Each
morning He would have passed near the Mount of Olives while walking down
the western slope to the city.
While visiting the temple during this final visit to Jerusalem, Jesus utters
those beautiful but painful words: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your
children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you
were unwilling” (Luke 13:34).
After saying these words, Jesus leaves the temple and one of His disciples
says, “Teacher, behold what wonderful stones and what wonderful buildings!”
(Mark 13:1).
At that time, Jerusalem was a big building site. Herod the Great had begun extending the Second Temple, which would sparkle with white and gold
marble. Tradition forbade building anything bigger than Solomon’s original dimensions, so Herod added a 35-acre platform. The Western Wall today is just
a small slice of the platform’s 16 foot thick western side. Some of the stones are
30 feet long and weigh up to 50 tons.
It was a huge, ongoing building project, and the disciple was clearly impressed. But Jesus does not share his enthusiasm. Jesus replied, “Do you see
these great buildings? Not one stone will be left upon another which will not be
torn down” (Mark 13:2).
Jesus’ main interest was not the beauty of the city—its impressive buildings
and architecture. His real concern was for the people of Jerusalem—the chickens He longed to take under His wing.
While the beauty of the temple seems to escape Jesus, just a little earlier something else did catch His admiration. He had sat down in the Temple
Treasury, which was located in the Court of the Women. He watched people
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bringing their offerings to the temple treasury and saw rich people throwing in
large amounts. But then He noticed a poor widow giving two very small copper
coins. This act of generosity touched Jesus’ heart and impressed Him more than
all the wonderful buildings of Jerusalem put together (Mark 12:41-44).
God’s interest in Jerusalem has never been about its particular geographical location or its bricks and mortar. It has always been His love for the people.
And it is known that His love and concern extends past the walls of Jerusalem
to encompass a spiritual Jerusalem made up of His sheep scattered around the
world. Centuries earlier the prophet Ezekiel wrote:
For this is what the Sovereign LORD says: I myself will search for my sheep
and look after them. As a shepherd looks after his scattered flock when he is
with them, so will I look after my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places
where they were scattered on a day of clouds and darkness. I will bring them out
from the nations and gather them from the countries, and I will bring them into
their own land. I will pasture them on the mountains of Israel, in the ravines
and in all the settlements in the land. I will tend them in a good pasture, and the
mountain heights of Israel will be their grazing land. There they will lie down in
good grazing land, and there they will feed in a rich pasture on the mountains
of Israel. I myself will tend my sheep and have them lie down, declares the Sovereign LORD. I will search for the lost and bring back the strays. I will bind up
the injured and strengthen the weak, but the sleek and the strong I will destroy.
I will shepherd the flock with justice (Ezek 34:11-17 NIV).

Jesus Himself uses a different metaphor regarding the people He loves. “Jerusalem, Jerusalem . . . How often I wanted to gather your children together,
the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were unwilling.”
It is one of the saddest notes in all of Scripture. Can you hear the pathos
in Jesus’ voice as he repeats: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem”? His words echo down
through the years, and challenge us today. Jesus wants to gather us and our
children under His wings. Are we willing for Him to do that?
I was driving down Columbia Pike in Maryland between our house and
the General Conference. As I neared some traffic lights, I saw something that
you do not often see in a city. Crossing five lanes of traffic was a mother duck
leading about eight of her baby ducklings. I have heard of people defying death
by playing chicken in various ways, but these ducks were really pushing their
luck.
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Fortunately, it was a Sunday morning and so the traffic was light. I slowed
and saw them reach the side of the road. The mother climbed up the gutter, but
was going almost crazy with fear as she saw that her little baby ducklings were
stuck on the road—and could not climb up the gutter.
It was a pathetic sight. Quickly I turned the corner, parked the car on the
side of the road, and ran back. The mother was beside herself looking down at
her brood and the ducklings were tumbling over each other in frustration. So I
reached down and one by one I picked up those little warm balls of down and
placed them next to their mother on the grass.
The mother was delirious with joy and I still maintain to this day that she
looked up and thanked me.
As sinners, the gutter has been our home. The gutter of bad choices; the
gutter of selfishness and hurtfulness. We cannot lift ourselves up. Jesus pictures
Himself as a mother hen who reaches down, picks us up, and holds us under
the wing.
It reminds me of another word picture Jesus uses in the gospel of John: “My
sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal
life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. My
Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them
out of my Father’s hand” (John 10:27-29 NIV).
As it was to the people of Jerusalem, the question for us today is, Are we
willing?
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LIFE IN A JEWISH HOME
JOSÉE-MARIE PENNER
RICHARD ELOFER
Who Is a Jew?
According to the Bible
In the Hebrew Bible the terms ‘Jew,’ ‘Jews,’ and ‘Jewish’ occur for the first
time in Jeremiah (10 times), later in Daniel (twice) and then in the post exilic
books (Esther, 49; Ezra, 9; Nehemiah, 9; and Zechariah, once). All these occurrences designate the descendants of the people of Israel who were living in
Judea or who were deported to Babylon.
In the Greek Bible the terms ‘Jew,’ ‘Jews,’ and ‘Jewish’ occur ninety times in
the gospels designating the people of Israel or the leaders (rulers) of the people,
thirty-seven times in Paul’s letters designating members of the Jewish people,
three times designating Jewish believers who not only have the circumcision of
the flesh but also the circumcision of the heart (Rom 2), and twice in the book
of Revelation.

According to Jewish Tradition
Jewish tradition has it that everyone whose mother is Jewish or who is converted to Judaism by the Orthodox branch of Judaism is considered a Jew.

83

Comfort, Comfort My People

Factions Among Jews
Ultra-Orthodox: This movement developed in Eastern Europe in the
1700s. The main founder of the movement was Rabbi Israel Baal Shem (16981760), commonly called Baal Shem Tov. The Ultra-Orthodox maintain high
ethical practices and many of them do not support the state of Israel because
of its secular nature. Most of the time they live in their own neighborhoods.
They have a joyful expression of their faith, some of them chanting and dancing
in the streets of Israel. The Russian persecution and pogroms at the end of the
nineteenth century drove many of them to the USA and to Israel where they
have created neighborhoods such as Mea Shearim (Jerusalem) or Bnei Brack
(near Tel Aviv).
Orthodox: This faction of Judaism is composed of Jews who practice the
laws of Judaism strictly. They consider themselves as the continuation of normative and biblical Judaism accepted by the Jewish people at Mount Sinai. They
are the spiritual descendants of the pharisaic movement and are the normative
and most recognized movement in Israel.
Traditional: Mostly Jews from North Africa, France, and other modern
Sephardic countries who keep the traditions, Sabbath, and the feasts, but try to
be balanced in their practices and their appearance so as not to disturb nonJews around them. For example they may remove their kippa in public but put
it on for meals and synagogue services.
Reformed and Liberal: These groups arose in the eighteenth century in
Germany out of a desire to accept the European culture and intellectual climate. One of their central characters was Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786)
who studied in a rabbinical school and at the University of Berlin and started
to give up outward Jewish forms, which was revolutionary behavior in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Conservative: The conservative movement is still considered by many
Jews as a liberal movement. It arose in the nineteenth century in reaction to the
Reformed movement. The central figure was Zecharias Frankel (1801-1875) a
German rabbi who reacted against the Reformed movement in Germany and
also against the rabbis who said that Hebrew was not necessary for prayers.
Reconstructionist: This movement appeared in 1934. Mordechai Kaplan
(1881-1983), who wrote Judaism as a Civilization, a book which became the
foundation of the Reconstructionist movement, was its central figure. His main
contribution to modern Judaism is that for him Judaism was not only a reli-
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gion, but a civilization, characterized by beliefs and practices, by language, culture, literature, ethics, art, history, social organization, symbols, and customs.
He was condemned by Orthodox Judaism as a heretic.
Secular: These are the majority, about sixty percent, of the Jewish people in
Israel, but secularism is not synonymous with atheism. Most secular Jews believe in God, but do not practice Judaism on a regular basis. They mostly go to
the synagogues on special occasions and during the biblical feasts. They teach
Jewish values and ethics in their home.
			

Branches of Jewish Families
Ashkenazim

Origin: Different theories exist but one of the most valid is that the Ashkenazim are mostly descendants of the Jews who were deported to Babylon
(Askenazi 1999:289).
Location: They relocated to Central and Eastern Europe, but today with
modern immigration, many live in Israel and the Western world, while there are
still communities in Central and Eastern Europe. (Ashkenaz means ‘Germany’
in Hebrew.)
Language: Yiddish

Sephardim
Origin: Different theories exist but one of the most valid is that the Sephardim are mostly descendants of the Jews who were deported to the Mediterranean countries by Rome two thousand years ago (Askenazi 1999:289).
Location: Originally in Mediterranean countries especially in Spain and
then deported from Spain to Southern Europe, France, Turkey, Bulgaria, Italy,
North Africa and Arabic countries, Israel, The Netherlands, and South America.
However, today with modern immigration they are in France, Israel, the Western world and still in some southern European countries and South America.
(Sepharad means ‘Spain’ in Hebrew.)
Language: Ladino, Judeo-Arabic
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Life in a Jewish Home
Birth
Birth and Circumcision: There are important commandments to fulfill.
Circumcision is always done on the eighth day (Gen 17:9-11).
Buying back the first-born: Since God could have exterminated the first
born of Israel with the Egyptians yet he saved their life, God said to Israel that
every first born belonged to Him. Therefore every Jewish family has to buy
back their first born from a Cohen to remember that they belong to God (Exod
13:2).

Talmud Torah
This is the equivalent of the children’s Sabbath School in Jewish society. It
is held on Sunday or any other day when Jewish boys and girls have no school
but Talmud Torah is never held on Sabbath. There they learn the Bible, Hebrew,
prayers, the meaning of Jewish traditions, and are prepared for the very important Bar/Bat Mitzva ceremony.

Bar/Bat-Mitzva
This is a ceremony that marks the religious majority of a Jewish boy or girl
and must be performed before the thirteenth birthday (Luke 2:42).
The Bar-Mitzva is the most ancient ceremony for a boy. Recently, the Ashkenazim have started to celebrate the Bat-Mitzva for girls. From the day of his/
her Bar/Bat Mitzva, boys and girls are held to be responsible for their actions.
After the Bar-Mitzva, boys are considered adults. Every time they go to the
synagogue they are part of the minyan or quorum. This rule does not apply to
the Bat-Mitzva.

Prayer Life
The Jewish people have three times for prayer every day. They are called in
Hebrew: Sha’harit (morning prayer), Min’ha (afternoon prayer), and Ma’ariv
(evening prayer). These three times of prayer remind Israel of the three daily
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sacrifices which were replaced in the time of Daniel by three prayers in the
direction of Jerusalem (Dan 6:10).
One of the most common questions about Jewish worship is: How do Jews
receive forgiveness without any sacrifice? Daniel and the time of the Babylonian exile help to answer this question. Daniel did not offer any sacrifice because God had said that all sacrifices had to be performed in the place that he
had chosen (Deut 12:11; Deut 16:2, 6). Therefore, as it was during the time of
Daniel, Jews receive forgiveness for their sins through prayers, contrition, and
fasting, especially on the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur).

Shabbat
Judaism emphasizes two biblical concepts when celebrating Shabbat:
Zakhor, remember (Exod 20:8), and Shamor, keep (Deut 5:12). The first concept
(Zakhor) affirms the sanctity of God and His Name for His goodness and His
creation.
To sanctify God on Shabbat, there are five obligations:
1. Special clothes for Shabbat
2. Three obligatory meals (fasting is forbidden on Shabbat except for Yom
Kippur)
3. Kiddush, a service with a special prayer over wine and bread to welcome
the Shabbat.
4. Havdallah, a prayer that marks the close of Shabbat separating Shabbat
from the ordinary days which follow.
5. Prayer and study of the Torah to enhance spiritual development.
The second concept (Shamor) involves certain prohibitions. According to
the Mishnah there are thirty-nine categories of prohibitions: sowing, plowing,
reaping, binding sheaves, threshing, winnowing, selecting, grinding, sifting, kneading, baking, shearing wool, bleaching (washing wool), hackling
(beating wool), dyeing, spinning, weaving (stretching the threads), the making of two meshes, weaving two threads, dividing two threads, tying (knotting)
and untying, sewing two stitches, tearing, trapping (capturing), slaughtering,
flaying, salting meat, curing hide, scraping hide, cutting up hide, writing two
letters, erasing two letters, building, tearing a building down, extinguishing,
kindling, striking (hitting) with a hammer, taking an object from the private
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domain to the public, or transporting an object in the public domain. These are
the forty primary labors less one (Shabbat 73a).
Biblical and Traditional Feasts

Feasts in Biblical Times:
Fall Feasts: Rosh Hashana (the Feast of Trumpets), Yom Kippur (the Day of
Atonement), Succoth (the Feast of Tabernacles)
Spring Feasts: Pessach (Passover), Time of the Omer, counting the days
of the Omer (fifty days from Passover), Lag B’Omer (thirty days of the Omer),
Shavuot (the Feast of Pentecost)
Circumstantial Feasts: 1. Tisha B’Av The Fast for the destruction of Jerusalem is celebrated on the ninth of the month of Av which comes in July/
August. 2. The Fast of Gedaliah. Gedaliah was the son of Ahikam who saved
the life of the prophet Jeremiah (Jer 26:24). He was the grandson of Shaphan
who was involved in the discovery of the scroll of teaching that scholars identify as the core of the book of Deuteronomy (2 Kgs 22:8-10). Gedaliah served
briefly as governor of Judah. After the destruction of Jerusalem, Nebuchadnezzar appointed him as governor of Judah and left him to govern the country as a
tribute to him (2 Kgs 25:22; Jer 40:5; 52:16). Gedaliah was assassinated on the
Fast of 17 Tammuz (June/July). 3. Purim is a celebration to remember the Fast
of Esther and the deliverance of Israel at the time of Esther. 4. Chanukkah is
a Hebrew word which means “dedication.” It is a celebration to remember the
dedication of the Temple after its profanation by Antiochus Epiphanes, and its
purification and dedication in the second century before Christ.

Modern Commemorations or Celebrations:
Yom Hashoah Holocaust Day (27 Nissan, April/May)
Yom Hazikaron Remembrance Day (4 Iyar evening, May)
Yom Ha’Atzmaut Independence Day (5 Iyar, May)
Yom Yerushalayim Jerusalem Day (28 Iyar, May/June)
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Marriage
The ceremony: Traditionally the bride and groom fast the day before their
wedding which is celebrated under the chupah (canopy) with prayers and songs.
During the ceremony, rings are exchanged with a blessing from the groom followed by the reading of the ketubah. The ketubah is the marriage contract (the
word comes from the root Kaf-Tav-Bet meaning “writing”). The bride and
groom recite seven blessings with the essence of each being:
1. Who has created everything for his glory
2. Who fashioned Man
3. Who fashioned Man in His image
4. Who gladdens Zion through her children
5. Who gladdens groom and bride
6. Who created joy and gladness
7. the standard prayer over wine
The Kiddush: the couple then drink the wine and break the glass (to remember the sadness at the destruction of Jerusalem and the Exile of the Jewish
people).

Death
The body should be buried as soon as possible after death, preferably on
the same day. Kaddish is prayed for sanctification of the name of God. In Judaism there are three periods of mourning.
1. Shiva (lasting seven days)
2. Shloshim (until the thirtieth day after burial)
3. Avelut (for a parent and lasting for twelve months)
After the avelut period is completed, the family of the deceased is not permitted to continue formal mourning. Jewish practices relating to death and
mourning have two purposes: to show respect for the dead (kavod ha-met), and
to comfort the living.

The Power of Symbols
Talith and Tsitsit: The talith or prayer shawl is worn during the time of
prayer in order to perform this commandment: The LORD said to Moses,
“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘Throughout the generations to come
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you are to make tassels on the corners of your garments, with a blue cord on
each tassel”’ (Num 15:37-40). The most important element of the talith is the
tsitsit, fringes or tassels that are at the four corners.
Tefilin: The tefilin are cubic boxes that Jews wear during the morning prayer
in order to perform this commandment: “Tie them as symbols on your hands
and bind them on your foreheads” (Deut 6:8).
These boxes are divided into compartments where biblical manuscripts
are placed. The four biblical texts are: (1) Exod 13:1-10; (2) Exodus 13:11-16;
(3) Deut 6:4-9; (4) Deut 11:13-21.
The boxes are put on the left arm (towards the heart) and on the forehead
to signify that man may direct his heart, his thoughts, and his will towards God
in total submission to God.
The mezuzah: This is a small container attached on each door post of the
house to perform the commandment: “Write them on the door frames of your
houses and on your gates” (Deut 6:9).
Inside the mezuzah there is a parchment on which is written two passages
from the Torah, Deut 6:4–9 and 11:13-21.

Conclusion
The leitmotif of the Jewish people is the Shema. It is the confession of Israel’s faith as found in Deut 6:4, 5: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the
LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your strength.”
This is how the Jew bears the signs of God’s covenant in his mind and heart
(prayer, meditation), in his flesh (circumcision), on his body (tefilin), on his
clothes (tsitsit, talit), and at home (mezuzah) where he expresses his love for
God, the master of his home.
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Chapter 8

THE SYNAGOGUE AND JEWISH-ADVENTIST LITURGY
JACQUES DOUKHAN
A Hebrew Theology of Worship
Worship is not just a beautiful spiritual experience of the moment or just
the privilege of a few mystics. Everyone of us can worship. In fact, everyone of
us does worship. This is the most universal experience. Before the beauty and
the Infinite of nature, before the mystery of life at birth, or before the frightful void of death, there as we mumble, sing, inquire, shout, or simply stand in
silent awe, we worship the Invisible who hides His face. And we want God to
answer. We feel that He is answering, yet we cannot articulate what He says nor
can we say what rushes through our souls. Then we pray and sing and repeat in
chorus the ancient Sacred Texts; and the magic of words and of music moves
the soul upwards. Worship obliges us to remember the old song but also inspires us with a new song. And this old-new song triggers a painful nostalgia
and recreates in us the desire for something else. Those who worship are the
most dangerous people, for they dream of a new country, a new life, and a new
place where only the One who is eternally there and transcends the differences
will be worshiped.
The Bible does not explain what worship is or why or how we should worship. The living experience of Israel bowing before her God and praying and
singing and even shouting at Him is given without any comment or theological
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analysis. The reader of the Bible will have to receive its testimonies as they are, a
raw event from which people may want to think about worship and thus enrich
or deepen their own experience of worship.

The Reason for Worship
Why worship? This is certainly the first question that comes to our minds.
And today in our secular environment the question is all the more relevant.
The Bible starts precisely with the answers to that question. The first pages of
the Bible are the record of the event which brought mankind and the universe
into existence: the Creation. According to the Bible, the first human act of worship ever in history took place as a direct response to Creation. It is significant,
indeed, that humankind’s first day was a day of worship. As soon as Adam
and Eve woke up from the dust, it was Sabbath (Gen 2:3). It was a holy time
devoted to the worship of the Creator from within the contemplation of the
wonderful nature, the “very good” work of God. Their first emotions, their
first songs, their first surprise, their first awe were religious and were inserted
into the experience of worship. Henceforth, Israel was called to “remember”
Creation on Sabbath (Exod 20:8-11). And from Sabbath to Sabbath, they would
learn the meaning of worship. As soon as Noah came out from the darkness of
the flood and shared with nature the miracle of a new creation (Gen 8-9), he
built an altar and worshiped the Lord (Gen 8:20-22). As soon as Israel emerged
from slavery through the wonders of the ten plagues and the many miracles of
the Exodus, they ran to worship the Lord in the holy time of a Sabbath (Exod
5:5) and in the holy space of the Sanctuary (Exod 24ff). As soon as Israel was
recreated (Isa 40) and returned to their land after seventy years of exile, the first
move involved the building of the temple and the restoration of worship (Ezra
3). All these experiences of creation led consistently to the same goal: worship
the One who just transformed darkness into light and turned nothingness into
being. It is no accident then that the Psalms, which reflect the spiritual life of
Israel and express their sentiments in worship, place Creation precisely at the
core of worship. In the Psalms, worship is directly related to Creation (Ps 29;
66:1-5; 104; see also Neh 9:6, etc.). The very act of singing and shouting to the
Lord, of coming before His presence, of bowing down before Him, is justified
on the grounds that He is the Creator:
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Oh come, let us sing to the Lord!
Let us shout joyfully to the Rock of our salvation.
Let us come before His presence with thanksgiving;
let us shout joyfully to Him with psalms.
For the Lord is the great God,
and the great King above all gods.
In His hand are the deep places of the earth;
the heights of the hills are His also.
The sea is His, for He made it;
and His hands formed the dry land.
Oh come, let us worship and bow down;
let us kneel before the Lord our Maker.
For He is our God,
and we are the people of His pasture,
and the sheep of His hand.
Today, if you hear His voice:
“Do not harden your hearts, as in the rebellion,
and as in the day of trial in the wilderness” (Ps 95:1-8).
Make a joyful shout to the Lord, all you lands!
Serve the Lord with gladness;
come before His presence with singing.
Know that the Lord, He is God;
it is He who has made us, and not we ourselves;
we are His people and the sheep of His pasture (Ps 100:1-3).

It is from this acute awareness that they were created by God that the ancient Israelites derived their reason for worship. Worship was felt to be the
purpose of their existence: “This will be written for the generations to come,
that a people yet to be created may praise the Lord” (Ps 102:18). To the atheistic
French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, who argued against God’s existence on
the basis of man’s existence and said, “I exist, therefore God does not exist,” the
ancient Hebrews would have responded: “I exist, therefore I worship.”

The Essence of Worship
Because the divine act of Creation leads to the human act of worship, worship is made of the faith in Creation with all the tension this reference may
imply.
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On the one hand, it is because God is the Creator, because He has created
the universe, because He is invisible and His face holy, that He deserves to be
worshiped. The awareness of His infinite grandeur, His majesty, His mystery,
His power, engenders in us feelings of awe and admiration with the profound
sentiments of our limitations and misery. These are the first basic ingredients
for worship.
On the other hand, it is because God has consented to move outside of
Himself, because He has come down and drawn closer to humankind by creating them, because He has revealed Himself, that it is possible to receive Him,
respond to Him, and therefore worship Him. Worship is also made of the intellectual and emotional discovery of God’s love and grace. On the human level,
this means profound gratefulness and the acute awareness that we owe everything to Him.
The two sets of thoughts and feelings are dependent on each other. The more
God is grand, powerful, and majestic, the more dramatic His descent towards
humanity will be. In fact, this tension is registered in the first pages of the Bible
as they report the events of Creation from two different perspectives. The first
Creation story speaks about the great, powerful, and infinitely distant Elohim
(Gen 1:1-2:4a). The second Creation story speaks about YHWH, a God who
comes closer to men and women and relates to them (Gen 2:4b-25). Whether
the Israelites prayed or performed sacrifices, they expanded their awareness of
that tension. In their prayers, they addressed the God of heaven (Neh 1:5; Ps
136:26) as a Shepherd (Ps 23), as a Father (Ps 89:26; Matt 6:9) who draws close
to humans. It is noteworthy that the act of sacrifice carried the same tension;
while it reminded the Israelites that they could not approach God by themselves
(Jer 30:21), it was also used as a sign of God’s proximity (Exod 29:42). The root
of the word qorban, “sacrifice” (Lev 1:2), derived from the root qrb meaning
“near,” has well preserved this dynamic. It is not an accident then that the reference to Creation is so important in relation to worship. For through the act of
creation, God has shown both His power and His grace. He is great enough to
be awed and near enough to be loved; worship necessarily implies that tension
between the sense of the distance of God and yet the intimate experience of His
proximity. Worship is made of joy, but also of trembling (Ps 2:11); fear but also
trust (Exod 14:31); love but also reverence (Neh 1:5).
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The Modes of Worship
Since worship was the direct response to Creation, it involved the totality
of the human being.
It involved the body. The Jewish festivals, the cultic eating and drinking,
the waving of the sacrifices, the prostrations to the ground, and the lifting of
the hands, all these movements gave a special dynamic to the worship experience. The believers did not just sit and watch or fall and meditate. They moved
around and played an active physical part in the sacred drama. And all the
senses of the body were alert: the smell for the sacrifice or the incense, or the
holy priestly oil; the taste for the diverse foods prescribed on that occasion; the
vision for the colors of the holy garments, the gestures of the high priest, and
the impressive architecture of the temple; the touch in the anointment ceremonies or the cleansing rituals; the ears for the music, the words, the shouts, and
all the other sounds produced by the concrete words of the service—but also
for the moments of tense silence which would say more than any word or act.
It involved the soul. The worship experience was not a mechanical activity, doing the right thing, and pronouncing the right formula at the right time.
Worshipers were not cold puppets. Intense emotions were expressed and enhanced by the chanting of ancient and new poems and the singing of traditional but also more contemporary creative melodies with the powerful support of all kinds of musical instruments (Ps 150). People cried in worship, but
they sometimes shouted. They pondered over the deep mystery, but they also
shivered under the sensation of God’s presence.
It involved the mind. Worship was also the occasion for studying the prophetic word of God and His law. It obliged thinking, learning, and understanding God’s plans, wisdom, and will for the believers. Intelligence played an important role in the worship experience. The prophet or the scribe would stand
before the community and read and explain the sacred text. People would not
just hear and passively receive the lesson. They would have to understand and
learn the prophetic word in order to keep it after the actual moment of worship.
They would then leave the place with fresh ideas and new feelings, a better understanding of God, closer to Him and to themselves—new creatures.
It involved the community. Worship was a corporate experience. All the
above could not take place without the others. The religious acts of individuals,
their gestures, their feelings, their esthetic emotions, their thoughts and amazement at the discovery of the truths were intensified because they were at that
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very moment the common experience of many. Furthermore, the responsorial
singing added to the experience of togetherness, the dimension of harmonious complementarity. Worship drew people closer to each other. The love for
God and the opening to the divine influence was accompanied with love for
the neighbor and the humble willingness to learn from each other and to grow
before God and society.
Yet, the experience of worship did not stop at worship. It was not just one
temporary memory of sensational religion. Worship involved the domain of
human existence. Beyond the intense and wonderful time spent on the mountain was the ordinary life in the valley. Significantly, when the ancient Israelites received the Torah, in a liturgical setting they immediately responded by
referring to action, na‘aseh, “we shall do” (Exod 24:7). Worship should lead to
action and history, otherwise it is not worship; it is just another psychological
stimulation. This is why the experience of worship was to be regularly repeated
each morning, each evening, each Sabbath, each Jewish festival, and each holy
convocation, because it carried a lesson they did not want to forget: not only
the duty to shape their daily life, but also profound hope that someday they
would recover the fellowship they had lost, of which they had only an obscure
intuition at the highest moments of worship.

Why a Hebrew-Adventist Worship?
In these times of religious and identity crises, it is important to rethink and
reshape our worship services to make them more relevant, more meaningful,
but also more in touch with our Hebrew roots. For Seventh-day Adventists
this reflection and experience is all the more justified as they share so much
in common with the Jews: the same Shabbat, the same affirmation of Creation
and joy of life, the same reverence for the truth of the Torah, the same ideal of
righteousness and justice, and the same hope for a better world.
The purpose of the Hebrew-Adventist service then is threefold:
1. To offer a special worship experience that combines the joyfulness and
reverence, and the sense of community of the Hebrew tradition, with our distinctive Adventist identity.
2. To help Christians in general, and Seventh-day Adventists in particular,
recover their Hebrew roots and enrich their emotional, intellectual, and physical adoration.
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3. To create a spiritual and liturgical environment where Jews as well as
Christians, both wearing kippah and tallith, can worship the same God of Israel—the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who also was the God of Peter, John,
and Paul—thereby relieving and transcending the Jewish-Christian tension.
In contrast to our modern society that tends to be a “gut-level” society
emphasizing emotions and free (sometimes even “wild”) spontaneity, classical Judaism has followed a structure that saved order and harmony. As Jewish
history testifies, however, Jewish liturgy has, within traditional fixed forms, left
room for spontaneity and creativity. In fact, the whole Bible has preserved this
vision: there is not only the requirement of structure and the remembrance of
the past, but also the need to be relevant and the artistic urge to “sing a new
song.” The Holy Scriptures are full of old and new songs, traditional and corporate hymns and recitations, and emotional and insightful new meditations. The
root and the flower, the memory and the mood, have cohabited together, nurturing each other and thus maintaining the rhythm of life. It is in this breath, in
the path of this inspiration, that we wish to place our liturgical steps.
The content and liturgical structure of the Hebrew-Adventist service has
been shaped with the same tension. Basically it is patterned after traditional
Jewish worship services (Ashkenazic, Sephardic). Additional prayers and songs
from other sources (Reformed, Jewish, Messianic, Christian/Adventist, new
songs, and liturgical moods) have been included. Yet the new has been implemented insofar as it respects and conveys the spiritual meaning and lessons
taught in the rhythm and flow of the Jewish liturgy for the Sabbath service.
A word of warning is in order. This formula and worship experience is not
intended to function as the ideal and only worship model. It should be understood and used with flexibility, as a modest illustration to inspire and enrich
the worship experience of any Adventist (Messianic or traditional) and even
other Christian communities at large. For those who are happy with the status
quo and do not wish to change their worship service, they may wish to try the
following:
The “once-in-a-while” experience: Once a quarter or at least once a year
give your community the flavor of this service. This change will bring fresh
air into your community and will allow you to invite new guests (Jews, Jewish
Christians, or even other Christians).
The “pick and choose” experience: Select a new song or a new liturgical line
or paragraph and introduce them into your present service.
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For those who have already ventured into the new worship experience of
the Hebrew-Adventist worship, we suggest either take one of the composed
liturgies and/or combine it with your own. You may also, of course, extend
yourselves with the “pick-and-choose” experience.
Whatever choice you may make, we hope this experience will not only
promote reconciliation between Israel and the Church, but also refresh our
relationship with the God of creation and recreation, the God of the past, the
God of remembrance, but also the God of the future, the God of hope, indeed
the God of the root and the flower.
Note
1

Excerpt from Doukhan, Jacques B. 2005. The Root and the Flower: Siddur for Hebrew-Adventist Congregations. Berrien Springs, MI: Shabbat Shalom Publications.
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Chapter 9

CHRISTIAN CALLING: IT BEGAN AMONG JEWS
JEAN-CLAUDE VERRECCHIA
Understanding Jewish Mission
The title given to this meditation goes back to the book of Acts. Christian
calling: it began among Jews, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit
has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).
What were the beginnings of this calling or mission? How is it possible
to explain the following wonder: at the beginning of the book of Acts a group
of 120 people gathered in Jerusalem? How could it be, at the end of the same
book, that movement had spread to the ends of the then known world?
As we know, the book of Acts is the second volume of what is called the
work to Theophilus—namely the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts. If we
want to understand what happened and how it happened, we have to consider
not only Acts but also the Gospel of Luke.

To Coil the Spring
It is amazing to discover that the work of Luke is built like a spring. As you
know, a spring is only useful if it is coiled or compressed. In the first part of
Luke, the spring is coiled. Jerusalem is at the center of this spring. Or to say it
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another way, in the Gospel there is centripetal movement. The beginning of the
Gospel story is located in Jerusalem, more precisely in the temple. It is there, in
the temple precincts, that an angel appeared to Zechariah, telling him that his
wife would soon become pregnant.
It is also there that Joseph and Mary brought the child for purification
(Luke 2:22).
It is also there that Simon and Anna, the prophets, gave the first testimony
about the new born king (Luke 2:25-38).
It is there, in the temple, that Jesus demonstrated in public for the first
time, that he was superior to any other twelve-year-old boy, and even superior
to the rabbis (Luke 2:41). It is there, on the same occasion, that Jesus indicated
precisely that he had to give priority to his real father: “Why were you searching
for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” (Luke 2:49).
It is there in Jerusalem, that Jesus had to endure the last and supreme temptation. Temptation number three in Luke, but temptation number two in Matthew: “Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle
of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down
from here” (Luke 4:9).
While Jesus was on the Mount of Transfiguration he again moved to fulfill
his mission. Luke once more points to Jerusalem: “When the days drew near
for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51).
Jerusalem is a kind of obsession for the Jesus of Luke: “Jesus went through
one town and village after another, teaching as he made his way to Jerusalem”
(Luke 13:22).
To go to Jerusalem is not a regular journey: “After he had said this, he
went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem” (Luke 19:28). It is not only a horizontal
journey, but it is also a vertical journey. Have you noticed: “to go ahead,” “to
go up”?
With such a background, it is easier to understand the difficult words of
chapter 13, verse 33: “I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.” Interestingly, the disciples are also focused
on Jerusalem. The two disciples of Emmaus after meeting Jesus “that same hour
got up and returned to Jerusalem” (Luke 24:33).
In the first commission statement, Jesus already had stressed the point that
the “Good News of repentance and forgiveness of sins would be proclaimed in
his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:47).
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There is no surprise that after the resurrection, “they worshiped him, and
returned to Jerusalem with great joy, and they were continually in the temple
blessing God (Luke 24:53).
Jerusalem is at the beginning of the Gospel, Jerusalem is all through the
Gospel, and Jerusalem is at the end of the Gospel.
In the beginning of the book of Acts, Jerusalem is still at the center. It is as
if one needs to check if the spring is totally coiled. And it is!
Jesus ordered the disciples “not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for
the promise of the Father” (Acts 1:4). The place of ascension is mentioned by
Luke in connection with Jerusalem, only a “Sabbath day’s journey away” (Acts
1:12). This kind of detail is very unusual of Luke and seems more of Matthew’s
style. A Sabbath day’s journey would be approximately one mile away. Only
one mile away, so the disciples were still in Jerusalem. Jerusalem is considered
as the place of the ascension. When Jesus disappeared from view, the disciples
“returned to Jerusalem” (Acts 1:22). It started in Jerusalem at the beginning of
the Gospel and just after the ascension the disciples are still in Jerusalem. And
that is an important idea I would like to stress in this chapter.
The title for this chapter is Christian Calling: It Began Among Jews. It
would have been more accurate and respectful to the text to say at the beginning: It Started in Jerusalem. There is no other mission in the New Testament
except this one which began in Jerusalem. If this point is forgotten, it is as if a
decision was made to change the center of the spring. And if the center of the
spring is changed, the mission itself is changed.
Unfortunately and for various reasons, the Christian church did change.
The church said: “Let’s put the center in Ephesus,” where John the Apostle had
settled with Mary and many disciples. Ephesus was such a big and powerful
city compared to Jerusalem. How many inhabitants lived in Jerusalem at the
time of Jesus? Probably 20,000. How many inhabitants lived in Ephesus? Ten
times more than in Jerusalem. Ephesus was also a very pagan city. It is there, in
Ephesus, that the Church opened for the first time the doors to paganism.
Later Christians put the center in Rome, which was also a larger city than
Jerusalem. In Rome the church became more and more involved in politics.
And still later the center moved to Constantinople.
Let me ask this question: Where is the center of our mission? Do not answer immediately by saying in Jerusalem, because the Jerusalem of Luke is
more than a capital city. What is Jerusalem in the Bible? A city? Yes, but what
a city! Only a very small village at the time of Melchizedek and a capital city
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of less than two kilometers long at the time of David. When we say Jerusalem
the city of David, what is more important, the city or David? When we say that
Jerusalem is the city of the Messiah, what is more important, the city or the
Messiah? Of course, it is the city of the Messiah. That implies that if we do not
put the Messiah at the center of our mission we are in trouble. We would be a
religious group among many other religious groups; a humanitarian organization among many other humanitarian organizations; an education system–one
of the greatest in the world; or a political lobby.
What is the center of our mission? I mean what kind of Messiah is at the
center of our mission? This question is not an easy one. Is it a Messiah of David—that is a king Messiah—as was expected by the Essenes? Or a Messiah of
Levi—that is a priest Messiah—as it was also the case among them? Or both?
Or do we look to a suffering Messiah, even though, as we have seen, Isaiah 53 is
not an easy text to interpret. Or do we prefer the romantic Messiah of the theologians at the end of the nineteenth century—what they called the first Jesus
quest—a good guy, but whose history is impossible to know? Or do we prefer
the Greek Messiah of the second Jesus quest, whose characteristics are set only
if they contradict the Jewish traditional beliefs? Or do we prefer the 100 percent
Jewish Messiah of the third quest, a better one for sure, even though too often
he is an anti-Christian Messiah?
We need to sit down with our Jewish friends and discuss this very important question, maybe the most important one. For example, how can we agree
on the Sabbath belief and practice if we do not have the same conception of the
Messiah who is the Lord of the Sabbath?
Let us go back to the book of Acts. Now the spring is totally coiled. We all
know that there is a time when it is not wise to coil a spring forever and ever.
When the tension has reached its maximum one cannot coil a spring without
the risk of damaging it or even destroying it. A click is needed. That is the end
of the centripetal period and the beginning of a new centrifugal period.
Someone is needed who will push the button. Not a human being of course.
It is the promise given many years ago by God to the prophet Joel: “But you will
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”
(Acts 1:8).
Now let us come back again to the title of this meditation: Christian Calling: It Began Among Jews (Acts 1:8). It started from Jerusalem. And it started
from the Holy Spirit.
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But do I dare confess a problem? Maybe it is only a problem for me, but I
am not so sure it is only my personal problem. I wonder if the gift of the Holy
Spirit has not been totally hijacked by the Christians, as if this promise was
for the Christians only. And I wonder if pneumatology has not become, down
through the ages, another stumbling block in the dialogue between the Jews
and the Christians. I wonder if a Jew can ever give a positive answer to the
common Pentecostal question: Have you received the Holy Spirit? And because
Jews cannot say that they have been baptized in the Holy Spirit, they are not
considered true believers. As such, of course, I do not find a developed pneumatology in the Old Testament even though poor exegetes are chasing the root
ruach in all its forms to prove the opposite!
I fear our church is too often under the influence of a non-biblical pneumatology coming from evangelical or Pentecostal circles. I would be delighted if
starting from a conference like this one, we could start a dialogue with Judaism
about the Holy Spirit. A dialogue which could help us to define a pneumatology respectful of the unicity of God; a pneumatology respectful of the great
principles of the Reformers (sola gratia and sola fidei); a pneumatology respectful of the ministries established by God to help the believers in their growth
(Ephesians 4).
It started in Jerusalem. It started with the Holy Spirit, but the Holy Spirit
empowered witnesses. Who were they? Jacques Doukhan gives an explanation
that the Jews who shouted “crucify him, crucify him” mainly came from the
Diaspora. They were at Jerusalem for the Passover Feast. They had never heard
about Jesus previously. They were a good prey for the Sadducees and the Pharisees who were looking for support among the populace and could not find it
among the regular inhabitants of Jerusalem who knew Jesus and who had great
admiration for him. Surprisingly, those Jews of the Diaspora were among the
crowds who received the Holy Spirit. When they returned to their respective
countries, they were among the first witnesses. Only our God is able to perform
such a miracle. Those who once were the opponents of his plan became the first
helpers of the Mission.
But, again, what about our title: Christian Calling: It Began Among Jews
(Acts 1:8)? There was never such a Christian mission as a mission to the Jews.
The first mission was a 100 percent Jewish mission. The targets of this mission
were first Jerusalem—the Jewish capital city—then Judea and Samaria—again
two Jewish regions—and only after that the ends of the earth. This does not
mean at all that the Jews were excluded from this mission.
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The first mission was a Jewish mission from the Jews—a number of them
being Jews from the Diaspora or being Hellenistic Jews—to the Jews. It was not
a mission coming from Christians. In other words, thanks to the Jews I can be
a Gentile Christian. Thanks also to the Jews who started Christian missions
when they decided to share their good news with us.

Conclusion
This story of the beginning of the mission as told in the book of Acts is
a marvelous one. Marvelous when we read that many Jews accepted Jesus as
the Messiah, among them many priests and Levites. Marvelous because the
Jews of the Diaspora were among the group who spearheaded the idea of mission. They were the witnesses of the promise. It is comforting today to see our
church again using the Jews of the Diaspora as witnesses to help their brothers
and sisters discover Jesus the Messiah.
Marvelous because of the story of the great opponent named Paul who was
chosen by God to be his witness among the non-Jews. Even though his mission
was to convert the Gentiles, he always made his first contact at the local synagogue in the cities he entered.
Marvelous because Paul gives us many examples of contextualization of
the faith, such as in Athens.
Marvelous because in doing mission the mind-set of the first Jewish Christian believers changed radically. In Acts 1:3, Jesus spoke to the disciples about
the kingdom of God. But just three verses later, they asked him: “Lord, is this
the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” (vs. 6).
The opposition is quite obvious; they had in their mind the kingdom of
Israel. Jesus had in mind the kingdom of God. That is more than a small tension. But when we come to the last verse of the book of Acts this tension has
disappeared. “Paul lived in Rome for two whole years at his own expense and
welcomed all who came to him, proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching
about the Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 28:31). In this verse, we also find the two
core elements of our mission: proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching
about the Messiah.
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Chapter 10

CONTEXTUALIZATION IN
ADVENTIST RELATIONS WITH JEWS1
BERTIL WIKLANDER

The contextualization of Seventh-day Adventist faith and practice is a reality in many places around the world.2 Among other things, this includes Adventist synagogues, the use of Tallith and Kippah, and Adventist worship services
with a distinct Jewish flavor.
But what do we mean by “contextualization” in general? How do we do it?
What are the dangers to be avoided? In what way is it biblical and legitimate?
These are the questions addressed in this paper, with a particular view to the
contextualization of Adventist faith and practice in a Jewish context.

Authentic and Relevant Contextualization
The gospel stories climax in the Messianic commission to make disciples of
all nations. This is what makes contextualization legitimate and necessary.
The shift in our church’s global strategy from reaching territories to reaching peoples and people groups, which occurred towards the end of the 1980s,
resulted in the setting up of study centers that were to guide the church in its
relations to the major world religions. Thus, the idea of an “Adventist-Jewish
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Study Center” was formed in 1994 and the first director appointed in 1998. In
so doing, the church has indicated a willingness to find effective ways of relating to Jewish people and of sharing with them the hope we have in Yeshuah
Hamashiach.
The conversion of a human heart is ultimately the work of the Holy Spirit,
but, as Ellen White kept reminding us, the fruit of the Spirit is related to how
wisely we work. She recognized that “the people of every country have their
own peculiar, distinctive characteristics, and it is necessary that men should be
wise in order that they may know how to adapt themselves to the peculiar ideas
of the people and so introduce the truth that may do them good. They must be
able to understand and meet their wants” (1923:213).
Ellen White never endorsed contextualization so clearly as when she talked
about our relations to the Jews:
Great wisdom should be used in the presentation of a truth that comes directly in opposition to the opinions and practices of the people. Paul’s habit
was to dwell upon the prophecies when with Jewish people, and bring them
down step by step, and then after some time open the subject of Christ as
the true Messiah (1946:246).
Paul did not approach the Jews in such a way as to arouse their prejudices.
He did not at first tell them they must believe in Jesus of Nazareth; but
dwelt upon the prophecies that spoke of Christ, his mission and his work.
Step by step he led his hearers on, showing the importance of honoring
the law of God . . . Thus the apostle varied his manner of labor, shaping his
message to the circumstances under which he was placed (1948:118).

How, then, do we work “wisely” in contextualizing our mission? First, we
need a sound model of “contextualization” which we can apply in practical situations. This is not only to avoid terminological confusion,4 but also to provide
effective guidelines.
How do we define a legitimate, biblical, Adventist concept of “contextualization”? It is helpful to use the proposal of Hesselgrave & Rommen (1989) as a
starting point. They proceed from the following three presuppositions:
First, it is imperative that the Great Commission be fulfilled and the
world be evangelized.
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Second, however world evangelization is defined, at the very least it
entails an understandable hearing of the gospel.
Third, if the gospel is to be understood, contextualization must be
true to the complete authority and unadulterated message of the Bible on the one hand, and it must be related to the cultural, linguistic,
and religious background of the respondents on the other (Hesselgrave & Rommen 1989:xi).
Noting that there are legitimate and illegitimate, or biblical and unbiblical
forms of “contextualization,” the authors then present what they describe as
“authentic and relevant contextualization” (199). With some adaptations and
additions of my own, this concept would include four inter-related criteria for
legitimate forms of contextualized mission, namely:
1. Contextuality: Contextualization includes correctly understanding and
relating to the people in their historical and cultural context. This may be
termed the anthropological perspective and focuses on the culture (158-169).
2. Authenticity: Contextualization should have to do with God’s revelation
first of all, with faithfulness to the authority and content of the will of God as
revealed in his creation, in man’s conscience, and, especially, in his Son and
His word inspired by the Holy Spirit. This may be referred to as the theological
perspective, placing the focus of interest on Christian beliefs (144-157).
3. Effectiveness: Recognizing that, in and of itself, authenticity does not assure us that the message will be meaningful and persuasive to the intended
receivers, contextualization must also include effective communication, i.e. our
mission is completed only when the receivers have had a fair chance of hearing
and understanding the message—on their terms, not ours. This might be called
the communication perspective, focusing on the process of communication
(180-196).
4. Relevancy: As pointed out by Ellen White, our mission is contextualized
only when the message is presented in such a way that it meets the needs of the
recipients, i.e. their needs of salvation—their needs, not our needs. This may
conveniently be referred to as the hermeneutical perspective, since it involves
retrieving the validity of the gospel truth and making it cross-culturally communicable, meaningful, and acceptable (Hesselgrave & Rommen 1989:170179).
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So, in order to speak intelligently about contextualized work in the Adventist Church, we need to include the four criteria of contextuality, authenticity,
effectiveness, and relevancy, or using another set of terms, cultural adaptation,
biblical authority, communicative effectiveness, and relevance to people’s needs
of salvation.
What would this mean for an Adventist ministry that seeks to reach out
to Jewish people? It means that we need (1) to understand what it means to be
a Jew and to have Jewish faith, while relating as friends to Jewish people; (2)
to understand God’s revelation in his creation, in man’s conscience, in Jesus
Christ and in the Bible; (3) to communicate God’s revelation effectively so that
Jewish people have a fair chance of hearing and understanding the message in
their terms; (4) to meet the needs of divine “salvation” that Jewish people may
have.

People in their Contexts
Contextualization deals with people in their cultural contexts. It is practical
to distinguish between two types of context: culture and language (1989:158).
Culture is “a system of behavioral patterns which language interprets and realizes” (Gregory and Carroll 1989:78), but also “the body of knowledge shared
by the members of a group.” That shared knowledge of a people group takes
the form of “rules” which govern how individuals relate to and interpret their
environment. The application of those rules produces culturally specific forms
of behavior (including language behavior), patterns of communication, sets of
values, and types of artifacts (Hesselgrave & Rommen, 158; Shaw 1988:24).
“Culture” in this sense is part of a layer of contexts in which every individual lives. “Contexts are nested within contexts, each one a function of the bigger
context, and all … finding a place in the context of culture” (Firth 1964:70). As
we see in figure 1, Layers of Context, the network includes “culture,” as an overall determining context, but also the “social organization” and the “perceived
situation of the individual within his/her social and cultural environment.” For
contextualization to take place, contextual overlap or match must be achieved
at one or all the levels demonstrated (see figure 1).
However, being the overarching and determining factor, the “culture” of
a person or a group of people is the primary dimension that needs to be affected by Adventist mission. A missionary working towards a person’s conversion must translate “universal” or “mutually shared” biblical meanings in order
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Figure 1: Layers of Context

to change or develop the receiver’s non-Adventist culture into an Adventist
culture. But this is not straightforward, partly because “change” can work in
different ways, and partly because some non-Adventist faiths, such as Jewish
faith, is comparatively close to Adventist faith. In many ways, we speak the
same language!
In theory, change can be achieved in three ways:
1. By affirming or clarifying the receiver’s cultural concept, but adding to it
the context of the Adventist world view (this would apply to how Jewish faith
understands God).
2. By expanding the receiver’s cultural universe, letting it develop into an
Adventist position (this would apply for example, to how Adventists relate to
the Jewish ideas of the Torah and the Messiah).
3. By contradicting the receiver’s culture and replacing it by something different (this may be applicable in the case of the idea of Jewish exclusivity, which
Adventists would replace by universalism, but it needs to be admitted that even
on this point, universalism is also advocated by the Hebrew Testament as well
as by many Jewish teachers).
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The methods of translation would in principle include language, attitudes,
actions, dress, and social settings of various sorts. Their function would be in
one or more of the spheres in which contextualization normally occurs in the
church, namely, in church life, ethics, and theology:
1. Church life includes the realms of hymnody, architecture, worship style,
ecclesiastical structure, methods of governance, decision-making, etc. An example of Jewish contextualization here is the Siddur for Hebrew-Adventist
congregations issued by Jacques Doukhan in 2005. There are enormous possibilities of using Jewish texts and prayers in Adventist worship and prayer life.
The Kiddush prayed at the beginning of the Passover Haggadah would function
for an Adventist, particularly in the version to be read when Passover falls on
Sabbath.
2. Ethics involves the standards and moral life of the church. An example is
how Adventists and Jews can meet around the Sabbath, the law of God and the
study of the Hebrew Testament.
3. Theology includes doctrinal beliefs, statements of faith, and explanations
about God (Dybdahl 1992:15). This is more complex to illustrate, but the Ani
Meamin by Maimonides includes thirteen creedal statements accepted by Orthodox Judaism which are not opposed to Adventist beliefs, although we recognize that our beliefs go beyond Maimonides’ articles of faith.
Since contextualization offers a mixture of possible approaches, we need
to be very clear about its purpose. What is the purpose of contextualization in
mission?

The Purpose of Contextualization
The need for contextualization invites the church to look carefully at its
reason for existence. Why does the church exist? This question can be answered
in various ways.
Looking at the Messianic Commission in the gospels introducing the Greek
Testament, we note some differences:
The gospel of Mark, which may have been written in Rome, explains the
reason for mission in terms of salvation based on believing and being baptized
in response to the preaching of the gospel (Mark 16:15-16).
Luke defines the Gospel Commission as an appointment of witnesses by
the power of the Holy Spirit and defines salvation in terms of “repentance and
forgiveness of sins” (Luke 24:46-49; Acts 1:8).
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The gospel of Matthew, however, which was clearly written for Jews, does
not speak of salvation at all. Matthew’s Gospel Commission speaks of making
disciples of Jesus the Messiah, and of baptizing and teaching them to obey everything he has commanded them, while promising an intimate communion
with him (Matt 28:19-20).
We may therefore ask ourselves if “salvation” is a good term to define the
reason for contextualized mission to Jews. Using Maimonide’s thirteen principles as a guide, it would appear that “salvation” in Christian terms is not the
same in Jewish terms. Besides the hope in the coming of the Messiah and the
resurrection of the dead, the Jewish faith seems to focus more on the experience of God’s holy presence in this life, on prayer, on the study of his word, the
Torah, and on the conviction that God rewards those who observe his commandments and punishes those who do not.
I have no time to penetrate this issue in any detail here. But it is possible
that the difference between the gospels in defining the purpose of the gospel
proclamation is an indicator of the fact that “salvation” understood in Christian
terms is not a fortunate concept in providing the purpose of contextualization
for Jews. It would seem to me that the purpose of contextualization for Jews
would rather be a matter of providing an individual and communal sense of
God’s holy presence (through prayer, worship, Torah study), an understanding
of his will through the study of Torah, and a life lived in harmony with God’s
will. I therefore suggest that any contextualization of Adventist faith for Jews
should fulfill that purpose. To use a practical term for it, I would say that this is
“living a sanctified life.” (There are books about Judaism that introduce Jewish
faith by saying: “Life is the question—Judaism is the answer” [Kushner 1993].)
In the Adventist debate about contextualization—I am now disregarding
the Jews for a moment—it is however useful to define the purpose of contextualization in Christian terms. We have seen that Mark and Luke, although in
different words, provide a basis for saying that the church exists to bring God’s
salvation in Christ to all peoples. The same impression is given by Paul in one
of the best known examples of contextualization in the Bible,
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
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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 Cor 9:19-23)
(author’s emphasis).
Note that the purpose of Paul’s incarnational ministry is to “win as many
as possible” (verse 19), or “save some” (verse 22) for the “sake of the gospel”
(verse 23). As Jon Dybdahl has pointed out in his comments on this text, “to
lose sight of this aim is to turn contextualization into an empty intellectual
exercise” (1992:15).
An important rule in contextualization is to refrain from reducing the biblical concept of “salvation” into something rather superficial in order to accommodate the receiving culture. Is there a danger that we make the Christian concept of salvation more superficial by contextualizing it into “living a sanctified
life” in Jewish terms? Perhaps the best way to answer that question is to look a
bit closer at the Christian concept of “salvation.”
First, “salvation” implies more than “proclamation.” It includes the acceptance of Christ as Brother and Lord and a continuing process of growth as His
disciple.
A media ministry, for example, that only “proclaims” the message cannot
fulfill that mission alone. It needs a local Adventist community who can lead
people to know Christ and who provide a local community of friends where
it is possible to continue to grow. I therefore doubt that television programs
prepared for Adventists will lead Jewish people to faith in Christ. If they are
to have any success, television programs need to be prepared for Jews, contextualized for Jews, and they need to have the support of a dynamic AdventistJewish community of people where growth can take place, over time, towards
maturity.
The first thing leading into community is friendship. A Finnish businessman who became an Adventist formulated how we can win people, based on
his experience: “Find a friend, walk with him, and lead him to Christ.” Friendship needs to come first. And friendship is based on mutual acceptance. So,
one of the first tasks of a mission to Jews is to remove all the prejudice that
has been built up between us over two thousand years. Christian “salvation”
implies more than just “proclamation.”

114

Contextualization in Adventist Relations with Jews
Second, “salvation” involves more than “restoring the broken relationship
between God and man.” It also needs to take into account that relating to God
changes us and makes us want to follow God’s will.
Thus, Paul says in 1 Tim 2:4 that “God wants all men to be saved,” but then
he adds that God also wants them “to come to a knowledge of the truth.” He
says in 2 Tim 3:15-17 that the purpose of the Bible is “to make you wise for
salvation through faith in Christ Jesus,” but then he also says that Scripture will
“train for righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped
for every good work.” And, in his Great Commission, Jesus commanded Christians to make disciples and baptize them, but then he also commissions us
to teach them everything he had commanded (Matt 28:18-20). In fact, “salvation” in a Jewish context would include both the Torah and the Messiah (see
Doukhan 2004:80-85). It would explore the experience of salvation or communion with God both in the sphere of experiencing the life of Messiah and
the life of Torah.
Third, “salvation” involves a focus on the presence of God. Paul prays in
Eph 3:18-19 that the Ephesians “may have power, together with all the saints, to
grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know
this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of
all the fullness of God.” The purpose of “salvation” is to know God, which Ellen White points out is “the most wonderful knowledge that men can have,”
for “the knowledge of God’s love is the most effectual knowledge to obtain,
that the character may be ennobled, refined and elevated” (1889:285). Since the
presence of God and the experience of holiness is essential in Jewish faith and
culture, Adventists must learn that “knowledge (of God)” is not just knowing
certain propositions about God, but to know the presence of God, experiencing God and recognizing that we encounter God in worship and the study of
his word.
Fourth, “salvation” involves joining the community of God’s people. The
Bible teaches that salvation is a process of spiritual growth, a “life development,” and a contextualized mission project must ensure that such growth can
take place after the conversion. Therefore, somehow, all mission work should
aim at providing an organized fellowship of believers as a necessary context for
the convert. For Jews this would be particularly important due to the enormous
weight of the communal worship and the liturgy.
In conclusion, therefore, as we study the Christian concept of “salvation,”
we see that it embraces living a sanctified life in the Jewish sense, but that it
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brings more ways in which such a life can be lived. I say this humbly, because
we must also understand that the Jewish understanding of “salvation” or “living
a sanctified life” is equally deep in meanings and can teach us Adventists many
things that would strengthen our faith in God.
At this point, it is proper to remind ourselves of Ellen White’s extraordinary formulation of the mission statement for the church:
The church is God’s appointed agency for the salvation of men. It was organized for service, and its mission is to carry the gospel to the world . . . The
church is the repository of the riches of the grace of Christ; and through
the church will eventually be made manifest, even to “the principalities
and powers in heavenly places,” the final and full display of the love of God
(1911:9).

This wide-ranging definition of the church and its mission suggests that
contextualized ministry to Jews implies a special calling to serve as a community where the repository of the riches of the grace of Christ are shared, a
community growing towards the final and full display of the love of God’s community with an eschatological and prophetic identity.
Placing this concept into the context of Adventist-Jewish friendship is vital. Unfortunately, my time is too short to cover it here. As an illustration, I
would only make two comments:
First, the grace of Messiah would imply in the biblical as well as Jewish
context that we are thinking of the characteristics of a “righteous man before
God,” “one who fulfills the Torah,” “one in whom God is well pleased.” Thus,
the grace of Christ in Ellen White’s statement features something which is very
attractive to a Jew.
Second, for a Jewish person to believe that the love of God is increasingly
being manifested unto fullness in our Adventist community, he needs to experience it. Especially, if he is to choose to shift his traditional Jewish community for an Adventist community, he needs to experience that he is getting into
something more, something better. This places a responsibility on us of being
truly filled with the love of God.
So, to summarize, when we say that “salvation” is the purpose of contextualization, it means that we must understand what salvation means to us and
what it means to a Jew, and then share our witness in a way that he or she can
understand and appreciate.
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What is salvation to a Jew? It depends on what kind of Jew he is. But, in
general, it seems to be a matter of experiencing the presence of God in life and
living in harmony with his Torah, through prayer, study and worship, while
waiting for Messiah to come and the ultimate resurrection of the dead. Not
all Jewish believers would agree to this, but many would. Adventism may be
contextualized to embrace these ideas of salvation. Adventism can offer to Jews
what they are used to expect from faith in God. But we can also offer more.

Relating to Another Faith
In very much the same way as for Jewish faith, Adventist faith will, as a
rule, affect the entire life of a person. In this model of “culture” (figure 2: Layers of Culture) we see the areas of an individual’s culture that are being directly
affected. You see the outer, observable layer of “behavior and customs,” then
“institutions” (e.g., marriage, law, education), then “values” governing ethical
norms and tastes, and finally, the underlying layer of “ideology, cosmology and
world view” (Hesselgrave & Rommen 1989:53). It is often in this latter area that
conversion takes place, and that is what contextualized mission needs to come
to grips with.
In Jewish contextualization, we would first need to define what kind of Judaism we are dealing with—Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist, or others. Then we would need to decide where we as Adventists and Jews
share the same views and where we are different, structured according to (1)
behavior and customs, (2) institutions, and (3) ideology or world view.
Generally, Christians take one of four perspectives in relating to another
faith: exclusivism, inclusivism, pluralism, and relativism. This is how Russell
Staples described them in the November 1992 issue of Ministry (see figure 2:
Layers of Culture).
1. Exclusivists maintain that the central claims of Christianity are uniquely
true and that the claims of other religions are to be rejected when these are in
conflict with Christianity and its major tenets.
2. Inclusivists affirm the uniqueness of Jesus Christ on the one hand and on
the other the possibility of God’s saving activity in other religions.
3. Pluralists are prepared to abandon the claims of Christianity to exclusive
truth or uniqueness in favor of a willingness to recognize truth and the saving
activity of God in all religions, with Christ being one of the great figures God
has used to call people to faithfulness.

117

Comfort, Comfort My People

Obse rvable B eh avior and Customs
Institutions
(e.g., marriag e, law, edu cation)
Values
Ideology, Cosmol ogy,
Worldview
Figure 2, Layers of Culture

4. Relativists tend to be agnostic. They recognize no exclusive truth, and
as such are diametrically opposed to pluralists, who accept the truth claims of
religion and advocate a certain kind of missionary activity.
I agree with Staples that “a moderate exclusivist position is most compatible with the Adventist sense of identity and mission” (1992:13). On one hand,
this may cause difficulties in relating to another faith with a similarly strong
exclusivist position, which is typical for many Jews. But on the other hand, Adventism and Judaism have so many things in common that it is comparatively
easy to be constructive in forming common ground.
My personal impression is that Adventism is able to embrace the central
tenets of Judaism, so that it would in fact be very seldom that we needed to
“reject” claims that Judaism makes. Particularly so, because Judaism is not one
coherent faith system, but full of variants. What we would reject in one part of
Judaism, other parts of Judaism would reject too.
Adventism’s exclusivity would circle around the faith in Christ as the only
way to God and around Adventism as a God-appointed prophetic movement
at the end time. The exclusivist claims of Judaism would be their election as the
chosen people of God and their view of Torah as a way of salvation. The key
to the relationship between Adventists and Jews is how we relate our different
concepts of being elected by God for a specific purpose and how we combine
Torah and Messiah. My time here does not allow for a further study of this, but
I believe this can be done in a fruitful dialogue that the Holy Spirit may guide
and that God will bless.
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The Issue of Hermeneutics
Contextualization is a process of communication, in which the gospel is
shared in a way that is faithful to God’s revelation in the Bible and meaningful to receivers in their cultural contexts. Contextualization is “both verbal
and non-verbal and has to do with theologizing; Bible translation, interpretation, and application; incarnational lifestyle; evangelism; instruction; church
planting and growth; church organization; worship style—indeed with all of
those activities involved in carrying out the Great Commission” (Hesselgrave
& Rommen 1989:200).
Involved here is a “trialogue,” i.e., “an on-going three-way conversation
among the Bible, the missionary, and the missionized” (Dybdahl 1992:16).
Some of this interaction can be displayed by a diagram proposed by Eugene
Nida (figure 3: “Contextualization—A Three-Culture Model”) (adapted by
Hesselgrave & Rommen 1989:200 from Nida 1960). The “trialogue” encompasses a process of “revelation,” “interpretation,” and “application” throughout
which a continuity of meaning is traced. This is essential in order to protect the
biblical message from distortion. It is maintained by constant faithfulness to
the authoritative biblical text and an exercise of great hermeneutical skills.
It has been argued by experts on contextualization that “all messages must
pass through the following seven-dimension grid (see figure 4: Dimensions of
Cross-Cultural Communication).
1. World views—ways of viewing the world
2. Cognitive processes—ways of thinking
3. Linguistic forms—ways of expressing ideas
4. Behavioral patterns—ways of acting
5. Communication media—ways of channeling the message
6. Social structures—ways of interacting
7. Motivation Structures—ways of deciding
The way in which these dimensions may be handled in Jewish contextualization is too complex to illustrate here. The point is that, whatever the biblical idea or principle to be contextualized, it needs to be brought out through
a complex hermeneutical process involving exegesis of the biblical revelation
in its cultural context, interpretation by the contextualizer in his/her cultural
context, and application to the mind of the receiver in his/her cultural context,
functioning in contextual, authentic, effective and relevant ways in the spheres
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of theology, ethics, or church life, and being channeled through a complex set
of at least seven cross-cultural dimensions. This is certainly very difficult, but it
is a work that must be done. Therefore, great flexibility and skill, and a prayerful commitment to the power of the Holy Spirit are necessary.
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Figure 3: Contextualization—A Three-Culture Model

To help the interpreter preserve the continuity of meaning, the following
guidelines would apply:
1. Faithfulness to the authority of the Bible.
2. Faithfulness to the message and mission of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church and an aim to safeguard its unity and fellowship while allowing for a
cultural diversity.
3. A hermeneutical skill that enables one to trace a continuity of meaning
from the Bible to the missionary’s own cultural context, and on to the recipient
culture.
4. Extensive knowledge and understanding of the recipient culture, even
“empathy” with it, which is sometimes achieved only by “living” it.
5. Applying the universal message of Christian love, inter-personal relations, and “the truth as it is in Jesus”.
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Figure 4: Dimensions of Cross-Cultural Communication

An Incarnational Ministry
Actions and attitudes are powerful communicators in contextualization—
sometimes being more efficient than words. Valuable insights may be gained
from the incarnational ministry described by Ellen White:
In laboring in a new field, do not think it your duty to say at once to the
people, We are Seventh-day Adventists; we believe that the seventh day
is the Sabbath; we believe in the non-immortality of the soul. This would
often erect a formidable barrier between you and those you wish to reach.
Speak to them, as you have opportunity, upon points of doctrine on which
you can agree. Dwell on the necessity of practical godliness. Give them
evidence that you are a Christian, desiring peace, and that you love their
souls. Let them see that you are conscientious. Thus you will gain their
confidence; and there will be time enough for doctrines. Let the heart be
won, the soil prepared, and then sow the seed, presenting in love the truth
as it is in Jesus (1948:119).
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The following guidelines for a contextualized ministry are involved here:
1. Speak upon points upon which you can agree. Choose topics we have in
common, e.g., Abraham, the Torah, the Prophecies, Messiah.
2. Make pleasant inter-personal relations the key. Meet in a place where
you have a friendly atmosphere. Be a friend. Be natural. Do things together
that you enjoy.
3. Allow for time to pass and growth to take place, first preparing the soil.
Take your time. Be patient. Hold back points that are sensitive until you can
share them. Work in steps.
4. Let the seed sown be the “truth as it is in Jesus.” Study the Bible concerning Messiah and when the time is right show how Jesus fulfills the prophecies.
5. The work of soul-winning is primarily a work of Christian “love.” You
break down all prejudice, you take your brother’s side, show him that he has
enormous value to you. Give away yourself. Show true Christ-like spirit.

Church Identity and Baptism
The Christian mission of “making disciples” of all peoples has two related
purposes based on the Great Commission in Matt 28:18-20:
One is to lead people to Christ by the experience of conversion and baptism.
The other is to lead them into a functional church culture, where they are
being taught to keep everything Christ has commanded, and in which they
may grow in their faith and discipleship, serving as part of the world fellowship
of Seventh-day Adventist believers.
The question we need to ask is whether baptism is more than a confirmation of the experience of a personal conversion to Christ as Savior, namely
an acceptance of a more general doctrinal teaching which is then gradually
deepened through church life. There are, as you all know, biblical examples of
baptism immediately following upon the confession of faith in Christ, for example, the Ethiopian Jew in Acts 8. It seems to me that, as a Jew, his knowledge
of the Scriptures was already satisfactory. In his case, the missing point was
acceptance of Jesus as the Messiah. When that was clear to him, he could be
baptized at once.
An alternative model is to let a person grow into the faith in his time. This
puts a great responsibility on the church to provide a contextualized program
of spiritual nurture for those who are developing their lives into Adventism.
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Using the Bible as a Standard
The Bible is the authoritative source of truth for Adventists. Therefore, the
contextualizer needs to be constantly on guard to faithfully reflect the meaning
of the biblical text. He needs to establish the truth that has been revealed by
defining what the text says (revelation), understand what it means (interpretation), and apply it to receivers in their cultural context (application). This is a
hermeneutical task which calls for skills, wisdom, and the power of the Holy
Spirit.
Some vital criteria in using the Bible as a standard for contextualization
would be:
1. Our view of the Bible as “the written Word of God, given by divine inspiration,” in which “God has committed to man the knowledge necessary for
salvation,” which is “the infallible revelation of God’s will,” and which is “the
standard of character, the test of experience, the authoritative revealer of doctrines, and the trustworthy record of God’s acts in history.”5
2. The Bible comprises the canonical writings of the Hebrew and Greek
Testaments as a whole. Fundamental truth is that which is supported by the
Bible as a whole. The writings of Ellen White help us understand the Bible and
increase our knowledge of biblical truth.
3. Christ is the center of the Bible, i.e., “the truth as it is in Jesus” (see Wiklander 1996:5-7). The Bible is “able to make you wise for salvation through faith
in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim 3:15). This would be the core belief which should serve
as an interpretive model for understanding the Bible as a unity (see Wiklander
1994:7-27). It is based on biblical teaching, for example in Col 1:25, where Paul
describes Christ as “the word of God in its fullness.” Ellen White states that
“every true doctrine makes Christ the center, every precept receives force from
His words” (1948:6:54).
4. The basic method of reading, understanding and interpreting the Bible
is to let text explain text, but only after carefully determining the meaning of
each text from the context of the individual book as a whole.
5. The Bible reveals the occurrence of “missionary events,” when the
knowledge necessary to become baptized is the acceptance of Jesus Christ as
personal Savior, i.e., when the knowledge of a systematic view of the Bible is
kept pending (Acts 8:26-40). In order to fulfill the Great Commission, however,
a continuing teaching of all that Christ has commanded is necessary.
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6. The fact that we share the Hebrew Testament as sacred writing with the
Jews means that we need to know how to present our faith from the Hebrew
Testament alone. This is the oldest mission technique in the Christian church:
“And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, [Jesus] explained to them
what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself ” (Luke 24:27).

Some Major Dangers of Contextualization
Though contextualization is a necessity, dangers are involved. The best way
to handle them is to be aware of them and seek to control them.
1. Superficiality: Arising from ignorance or insensitivity in the process of
contextualization (Dybdahl 1992:16). A few outward forms are changed, but
there is never any deep awareness of Jewish values and culture. Dybdahl illustrates this danger as follows: “The few who become Christians do so by converting to the ways of the missionary, thus becoming strangers in their own
land and ill-fitted to reach their own people.” As a result, “the eternally relevant
gospel is perceived as irrelevant, not on the basis of what it really is, but on
the basis of the cultural baggage contained in its presentation.” This danger
can only be avoided by a constant searching for a clearer understanding of the
genuine gospel and how it is best conveyed in each situation, at each point in
time, and to each person in his/her cultural context.
2. Syncretism (i.e., the mixing of divergent beliefs): That is when contextualization has gone too far and has lost its faithfulness to the Bible and Christian
principles. Both form and meaning have been incorporated from the local culture, and the essence of Adventist faith is lost. As long as our contextualization
of Jewish ministry is based on a serious and honest reading of the Hebrew Testament, this danger can be avoided.
3. Loss of Seventh-day Adventist identity. The Jewish culture may not provide the necessary tools for making the full Seventh-day Adventist message
contextualized in a relevant and effective way. This might produce an Adventist-Jewish church that lives its life separately from the world-wide Seventh-day
Adventist Church. The General Conference is planning to approve guidelines
for such situations in April this year (2006). Close communication and cooperation between church organizations and Adventist-Jewish church plants is to
be recommended.
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Closing Remarks
There is a section in the Passover Haggadah where the reader prays:
Save us, O Lord, we pray thee
Save us, O Lord, we pray thee
We pray thee, O Lord, prosper us
We pray thee, O Lord, prosper us

Contextualization of Adventist faith into Jewish faith is to work with God
to answer this prayer by Jewish people. And we do not need to go far to find the
answer. In the Haggadah itself, the prayer is followed by these words:
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord …
God is the Lord, who has shown us light …
Thou art my God, and I will praise Thee:
My God, I will exalt Thee.

Our task is to lead our Jewish friends to discover that Jesus of Nazareth,
the Messiah, is hidden in these words. Can we do that? Yes we can. We must.
Because God loves the Jews as much as he loves the Adventists.

Notes
1

This paper is based on my general review of the concept of contextualization in
Wiklander 2006.
2
See, for example, Dybdahl 1992:14-17; Staples 1992:10-13; Viera 1995:25-27; Dabrowski 1995:10-11; Zachary 1997:8-12; Bruinsma 1997:14-16.
3
While “Contextualization” is the most common general term used by missiologists for “cross-cultural adaptation” or “incarnational ministry,” a number of meanings,
methods, and models have been attached to it (see Hesselgrave & Rommen 1989). This
is partly unavoidable, since, in its general sense, “contextualization” may refer to any
activity by which the Christian message is communicated in an efficient and relevant
way to the peoples of the world.
4
Adapted by Hesselgrave & Rommen (1989:200) from Nida (1960).
5
See the first of the 28 Seventh-day Adventist Fundamental Beliefs.
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Chapter 11

COMFORTING JEWS,
PRACTICAL METHODS AND TOOLS
RICHARD ELOFER

Keeping the Goals in Mind
Comfort, Comfort My People…
From the very beginning of its existence the Seventh-day Adventist Church
has compared her mission to that of John the Baptist, “preparing the way of the
Lord.” Reading the text of Isa 40:3-5, it is clear that this text does not apply
completely to John. This text is a clear reference to two comings of the Messiah.
The first coming is in Isa 40:3 A voice of one calling: “In the desert prepare the
way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God . . . .
” The second coming is in Isa 40:5, “And the glory of the Lord will be revealed,
and all mankind together will see it.”
Our understanding is that in the same way that the first coming of the
Messiah was prepared, His second coming is also to be prepared. At the time
of the first coming, the Lord assigned a man in Judea for this mission, John
the Baptist. Today, as we are at the end of time, waiting for the second coming
of the Messiah, we know that He will not come to one geographical place, His
coming will be visible to every human being living on the earth. “All mankind
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together will see.” That is why the Lord did not assign one person to fulfill this
mission but a people, a great many people all over the world.
The section of Isaiah beginning with chapter 40 is sometimes called the
“Book of Comfort.” It reveals the return of the people from exile in Babylon,
the coming of the Messiah, and everlasting deliverance for God’s people. The
Jewish people needed great comfort and consolation in Babylon, but remember that the whole text of the Bible is what we call “present truth.” This means
that the text is not only for the past, but also has meaning for us today. That is
why we apply Isaiah 40 to our days. The Lord has assigned to the Seventh-day
Adventist Church the mission of John the Baptist for the end times, but that
mission does not start in verse three but from verse one, which is the beginning
of this section of the book of Isaiah. If we believe that we are the precursors of
the Messiah for the end times, our mission to comfort Israel is clearly described
in Isaiah. “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her
sin has been paid for, that she has received from the LORD’s hand double for
all her sins . . . .” (Isa 40:1-2).

A Work of Reconciliation
When Jesus began to reveal to His disciples that He was the Messiah, especially on Mount Tabor when He was transfigured, they were troubled. They
knew that the Messiah was coming, they certainly believed that Jesus was the
Messiah. That is why they followed Him, but according to the prophecy Elijah the prophet was to come before the Messiah. They asked this question to
Jesus: “Why then do the teachers of the law say that Elijah must come first?”
Jesus answer their question by saying “Elijah has already come, and they did
not recognize him.” Matthew concludes this discussion with “then the disciples
understood that he was talking to them about John the Baptist” (Matt 17:1013). Obviously for Jesus, John the Baptist was the Elijah who has to come. The
logical conclusion is that exactly as the church is the John the Baptist for the
end times, she is also the Elijah for the end times. The message and the mission
of Elijah are very important for our church, but what is the mission of Elijah?
“See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of
the LORD comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and
the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land
with a curse” (Mal 4:5-6).
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We have always seen the fathers and the children as literal fathers and children, but I am not sure that we have to interpret this text in that way. Obviously, Elijah is not the literal Elijah who was to come back from heaven. He is
symbolically a representative of the messenger of the Lord who has to prepare
for His coming. In the same way the fathers and the children of this prophecy
are symbolic. When we say that we are spiritual Israel, we implicitly recognize
that we are not literal Israel, but the spiritual descendants of Israel. We are the
spiritual children of Israel and Israel is our spiritual father. Then what is the
mission of Elijah? “He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and
the hearts of the children to their fathers.” To turn the heart is, in the Hebrew
tradition, a process of reconciliation. Jacques Doukhan, speaking about Moses
and Elijah, the two representatives of Israel and the church in Malachi 4 and in
Revelation 12 declare:
These are the two witnesses who have been so far separated, Israel and the
church. In that sense the mission represented by the eschatological Elijah
confirms and transcends the respective mission of Israel and the Church.
God summons this last witness to become the ultimate and “complete” witness, receiving and yet not replacing the two witnesses, who will eventually
merge, not only complementing each other but also orienting and controlling each other in tension (2004:88-89).

The result of this reconciliation is very well described by Doukhan: “The
Elijah mission will be to proclaim the truth of the law to the church, the truth of Jesus
the Messiah to Israel, and ultimately the truths of the law and Jesus to the entire world”
(2004:88-89).

Ultimate Reconciliation
The reconciliation between Israel and the church has an ultimate goal: to
reconcile Israel with Jesus. I have already made clear in another context that
Jesus was accepted by the majority of the Jews who were in contact with Him
in His time (Elofer 2000: 339-348). The first three thousand people who were
baptized on the day of Pentecost were Jews who knew Jesus and accepted Him.
The early church was composed of Jews. Historically, we can see that for several
centuries, Jews accepted Jesus. However, when the church became the official
church of the empire and changed many doctrines, Jews disagreed with this
process and stopped seeing Jesus as a possible “Jewish Messiah.”
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A long history of conflicts, persecutions, accusations, pogroms, anti-Semitism and other vexations began. While the church became stronger in her rejection of Israel, the first section of the Bible and the Law, Israel became stronger in her rejection of Jesus. What happened in Christian history was proof for
the Jews that Jesus could not be the Messiah.
The greatest sin of Christianity has been to hide the true face of the Messiah from the Jews. For many centuries those who should have given a testimony of love, peace, and hope to the world and to Israel, gave a testimony of
war, persecutions, hatred, and violence.
How do we comfort Jews today if not by working first for reconciliation?
Jesus came to reconcile God and the world (2 Cor 5:18) and to reconcile Israel
with Himself. Without reconciliation between Israel and the Church, reconciliation between Israel and Jesus will be difficult if not almost impossible.

Helping Jews Appreciate the Great Love of God for Them
and Return to Him
We have heard and read many texts from the Bible and Ellen G. White
affirming that many Jews will come back to God at the end of time. One of my
favorite texts is the following one from Hosea.
For the Israelites will live many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or sacred stones, without ephod or idol. Afterward the Israelites will
return and seek the LORD their God and David their king. They will come
trembling to the LORD and to his blessings in the last days (Hos 3:4-5).

According to this text, the Jews will come back to God. They will make
teshuva. They will discover the goodness of the Lord for them and His blessings.
Therefore one of the goals of reaching Jews for Jesus is to help them discover
the goodness of God, how God is faithful to Israel even though they have not
been faithful to him, and all this even after thousands of years. Remember
Paul saying: “As far as election is concerned, they are loved on account of the
patriarchs . . . .” (Rom 11:28).
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Preparing Jews for the Latter Rain of the Holy Spirit
How will this reconciliation of Israel and Jesus happen? It is easy to present
Jesus to them and to open their heart. Jesus said to His disciples one day: “What
is impossible with men is possible with God” (Luke 18:27). That is why one day
the Lord Himself will touch the hearts of the Jews with His spirit and the Holy
Spirit will soften their hearts and will make possible what is apparently today
very difficult.
And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem
a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look on me, the one they have
pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an only child, and
grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a firstborn son (Zech 12:10).

Our task today is to open the Jewish mind by acts of love, to comfort their
hearts to speak tenderly to them, to tell them that God has forgotten their sins,
to bring reconciliation between the Church and Israel, to be friends with them.
We are all waiting for the latter rain of the Holy Spirit, but that event will be for
Israel, too. Of course not every Jew will accept God’s call but a great number
among them will join us for the very last proclamation.

Israel in Prophecy
The “Seventy Weeks” of Daniel 9
So many things have been said and written about the seventy weeks of
Daniel 9. Let me share you important thoughts about this prophecy. It is a very
important prophecy in comforting Jews. To read this prophecy as good news
for the Jewish people, we have to think about it missiologically. If just one of
our interpretations does not serve the mission but rebukes any group of people,
then we have to rethink our interpretation.
Dan 9 is one of the most important messianic prophecies. This prophecy
is good news. Why did we transform it into bad news for the Jews? When I
read this prophecy for the first time, when I studied it with a pastor, I did not
see anything in the prophecy about the rejection of Israel in 34 CE. Instead, I
saw love and forgiveness for Israel. I read that God sent the Messiah “to finish
transgression, to put an end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in ever-
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lasting righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy, and to anoint the most
holy” (Dan 9:24). There is no better news than “to bring everlasting righteousness.” But recently I have become aware that some people read this text in a
very negative way. They think that God gave seventy weeks to Israel “to finish
transgression, to put an end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up the vision and prophecy and to anoint the most
holy.” How can people make such a blasphemy? How can anyone attribute to
Israel the specific mission of the Messiah? We have to be consistent with our
interpretation. If we think that Israel has “to finish transgression, to put an end
to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up
the vision and prophecy, and to anoint the most holy,” then we have to apply the
very same mission to us. Have we, as a church, “finished transgression, put an
end to sin, atoned for wickedness, brought in everlasting righteousness…?” If
not how can we ask of Israel what we as a modern religious organization have
not done? Let me repeat this important point: Dan 9:24 describes the mission
of the Messiah, not the mission of Israel or any other people. Salvation is not by
works, for Christians or for Jews. Salvation is by faith.

No Rejection of Israel
What is there in this text of the seventy weeks of Daniel 9 that can be interpreted as the rejection of Israel at the end of the prophetic time? Nothing.
Usually, the first words of this prophecy are taken as proof that after the seventy
weeks, if the Jews do not “finish transgression, put an end to sin, atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness . . . .” they will no longer be the
people of God. The “seventy ‘sevens’ are decreed (determined) for your people
and your holy city.” It is surprising that there are two different readings of these
words, one from the exegesis of the text, and another from the hermeneutic.
Exegetically the form of the Hebrew word nichtach comes from the root
Lakhtokh, “to cut off ” and has been mistranslated “determined” or “decreed.”
It is agreed that this word means that the seventy weeks have been “cut off ”
from a longer period, from the 2300 mornings and evenings of Dan 8:14. The
seventy weeks of Daniel 9, gives the starting point of the prophecy of the 2300
mornings and evenings. But when some come to the hermeneutic, to the interpretation, they continue to translate the word as if its meaning was still “determined” or “decreed.” There is a lack of consistency. It is important to choose
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how to translate and to interpret the word nichtach, and even if it is an hapax,1
a choice must be made that either this word is in connection with the 2300
mornings and evenings or it defines the rejection of Israel.
For me, it is clear that the correct interpretation here is that the prophecy
of the seventy weeks is a short period which has been “cut off ” from the longer
period of the 2300 mornings and evenings (cf. Daniel 8). This is a special period of time God dedicated for a specific preaching to the Jewish people. After
the seventy weeks there is no closure or rejection, but the opening of the gospel
to the nations.
Many agree that the seventy weeks of Daniel 9 is one of the most important
messianic prophecies of the Bible. Some texts, for example Isaiah 53, describe
the mission of the Messiah, but this one gives the exact date of the coming of
the Messiah.

Paul’s Interpretation
of the “Seventy Weeks” of Daniel 9
In the New Testament, it would be strange if no interpretation of or reference to this prophecy could be found in the writings of Paul, the great theologian of the New Testament. Where did Paul give an interpretation of Daniel 9?
One can be found in Romans 9 to 11.
In Romans 11 especially, Paul gives a long explanation of what happened
to the people of God after the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus. For
Paul it is clear that God had not rejected “his people,” but had put her aside for
awhile to give the Gentiles the opportunity to hear the gospel and to enter into
the covenant of God.
• Rom 11:1 I ask then: Did God reject his people? By no means!
• Rom 11:2 God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew.
• Rom 11:11 Again I ask: Did they stumble so as to fall beyond
recovery? Not at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious.
• Rom 11:12 But if their transgression means riches for the world,
and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater
riches will their fullness bring!
• Rom 11:28 As far as the gospel is concerned, they are enemies on
your account; but as far as election is concerned, they are loved
on account of the patriarchs,
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• Rom 11:29 for God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable.
• Rom 11:30 Just as you who were at one time disobedient to God
have now received mercy as a result of their disobedience,
• Rom 11:31 so they too have now become disobedient in order
that they too may now receive mercy as a result of God’s mercy
to you.
There is no way to interpret all these texts from Romans 11 as a rejection of
Israel or even to read all these texts as not speaking about the people of Israel
but about individuals. If Paul is able to call Israel “His people” in 57 CE, how
can we say that Israel was no longer “His people” after 34 CE? What changed in
history from 57 to today to say objectively that Israel is not “His people?”

A Positive Prophecy
I have already said that the seventy weeks of Daniel 9 is good news. It is a
positive prophecy, the good news of the Messiah who brings everlasting righteousness. The prophecy begins with a positive event, the royal decree to rebuild Jerusalem. It is about the end of the captivity, a new start for Israel. Logically, then, there is no reason to end the prophecy with a negative event. Why
is the prophecy ended with the stoning of Stephen? Because this text has been
read with the presuppositions of supercessionism. However, when it is understood that the end of the seventy weeks prophecy is the opening of the gospel
to the Gentiles, that is eminently positive. Therefore the end of the seventy
weeks prophecy must be in connection with the preaching of the gospel to the
Gentiles.
What happened in the year 34 CE in connection with the preaching of
the gospel to the Gentiles? That was the year when Paul was converted. When
Stephen was stoned, Paul was there (Acts 8:1). He was the one who incited the
people to arrest and to condemn Stephen. But the death of Stephen was not
enough for him. He hated this new way of being Jewish. For him it was impossible to be a Jew and to believe in Jesus. He knew that this new sect was having
great success in Damascus and decided to go there with official letters to stop
this heresy. We know what happened on his way to Damascus. He was converted to Jesus and accepted the new faith. Jesus himself sent Ananias to baptize
him and said: “Go! This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before
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the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel” (Acts 9:15). Paul
became the apostle to the Gentiles.
It is interesting to read the comments of Ellen G. White at this point. There
are two major comments on the seventy weeks of Daniel 9 in the writings of
Ellen White, one in The Desire of Ages and the second in The Great Controversy.
She says in The Desire of Ages:
The one week—seven years—ended in A. D. 34. Then by the stoning of
Stephen the Jews finally sealed their rejection of the gospel; the disciples
who were scattered abroad by persecution “went everywhere preaching the
word” (Acts 8:4); and shortly after, Saul the persecutor was converted, and
became Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles. The time of Christ’s coming, His
anointing by the Holy Spirit, His death, and the giving of the gospel to the
Gentiles, were definitely pointed out (1898:233, 234).

It is interesting that when Ellen G. White gave a summary of what happened
at the end of the last week in the book The Desire of Ages, she did not mention
the stoning of Stephen or the rejection of Israel. For her, the last week of the
seventy weeks is the time of Christ’s coming, with three important points: (1)
His anointing by the Holy Spirit (2) His death, and (3) the giving of the gospel
to the Gentiles. According to Ellen White, these three points “were definitely
pointed out.” The prophecy of the Seventy Weeks of Daniel 9 ends with the giving of the gospel to the Gentiles.
In The Great Controversy Ellen G. White described the end of the seventy
weeks of Daniel 9 in this way:
Then the message of salvation , no longer restricted to the chosen people,
was given to the world. The disciples, forced by persecution to flee from
Jerusalem, “went everywhere preaching the Word.” “Philip went down to
the city of Samaria, and preached Christ unto them” (Acts 8:4, 5; 22:21).
Peter, divinely guided, opened the gospel to the centurion of Caesarea, the
God-fearing Cornelius; and the ardent Paul, won to the faith of Christ, was
commissioned to carry the glad tidings “far hence unto the Gentiles” (Acts
8:4, 5; 22 :21) (1888:328).

This means that for Ellen White in the book The Great Controversy, the end
of the seventy weeks was not only the stoning of Stephen, but a group of events
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which encompasses: (1) The stoning of Stephen (2) The fleeing of the believers
from Jerusalem (3) The preaching of the Gospel outside of Jerusalem—Samaria
and (4) The conversion of Paul.
This last point is a positive event which gave to the Christian church the
means for the extension of the gospel into the Gentile world. Ellen White says,
“the message of salvation, no longer restricted to the chosen people, was given
to the world” (White 1888:328). Paul was chosen as the apostle to the Gentiles.
He is the one who was most instrumental in extending the giving of the gospel to the world, a change in focus that marked the end of the seventy week
prophecy.

Textual Evidence
One of the strongest pieces of evidence we have in this prophecy are the
parallel events between the beginning and the end of the prophecy. Let us look
at this parallel.
At the beginning of the prophecy, in 457 BCE, there are three important
points given in the book of Ezra:
1. Divine intervention to soften the heart of Artaxerxes. Artaxerxes was
a strong king. He was one of the kings of the Medes and Persians. They were
known for not changing or adapting their laws (Dan 6:8). Only direct intervention from God could move the king and cause him to allow the Jewish people
to go back to their country to build the city of their God.
2. Human intervention of Ezra. Even though the heart of Artaxerxes was
touched by God, nothing would have happened if Ezra had not explained to
the king what needed to happen to his people and what the will of God was for
them.
3. The key chapter of the book of Ezra concerning this prophecy is chapter 7. This chapter includes the decree spoken of in the prophecy of Daniel 9.
Readers will already be familiar with the issue of the decrees of Artaxerxes,
Cyrus, and Darius, since many books have already developed the arguments
on this subject.2
The conclusion of chapter 7 is a prayer to thank God, “Praise be to the
LORD, the God of our fathers, who has put it into the king’s heart to bring
honor to the house of the LORD in Jerusalem” (Ezra 7:27). We do not have
this kind of prayer at the end of either chapter 1 or chapter 6. That is certainly
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an indication that for Ezra this decree could be the one that would fulfill the
prophecy of Daniel 9.
At the end of the prophecy of the seventy weeks of Daniel 9 (34CE), three
important factors emerged:
1. Divine intervention to soften the heart of Saul. Saul, later called Paul,
was a devout pharisee who did not like Christians at all. Saul was one of the
leaders who condemned Stephen and was ready to kill the Christians who were
worshiping in Damascus. Only the direct intervention of God changed his
heart and helped him to accept Jesus as the Messiah.
2. Human intervention of Ananias. Paul could not become a follower
of Jesus alone. He needed both external and human intervention to help him
discover what the will of God was for his life. Jesus appeared to Ananias, and
asked him to meet Paul in order to baptize him and to explain the Scriptures to
him because this man would be an instrument in God’s hand: “The Lord said to
Ananias, ‘Go! This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the
Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel’” (Acts 9:15).
3. Exactly as in Ezra 7, the account of Paul’s conversion results in a blessing: “Meanwhile the church throughout Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had peace
and was built up. Living in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy
Spirit, it increased in numbers” (Acts 9:31). When Paul was a pharisee, a great
persecution was organized in Jerusalem. As soon as he was converted and baptized, there was no more persecution, and the church lived in peace.
That is a strong indication that the persecution of Jerusalem mentioned in
Acts 8 was not a persecution of the Christians by the Jewish people but a persecution of the Christians by one man, Saul of Tarsus.

Revelation 11 and the Two Witnesses
To work efficiently for reconciliation between Israel and the Church, it is
important to understand the place of the Jewish people and Israel during the
dark period of the Middle Ages. If Israel was not rejected as people of God,
then we can ask the question, What was their role?
The book of revelation is a prophetical book which reveals that during the
1,260 years of papal supremacy God had two witnesses on the earth. “And I will
give power to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 days, clothed
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in sackcloth. These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand
before the Lord of the earth” (Rev 11:3-4).

Old and New Testament
We understand that these two witnesses are the Old and the New Testaments. However, first, keep in mind that missiologically it is not relevant to
speak to Jews about the Old and the New Testaments. I prefer to follow Arthur
Glasser who uses the expression “the two sections of the Bible” and says “Jewish people are particularly offended by this designation of the scriptures as ‘old.’
Malachi, they would argue, is on their side when God speaks through him saying. “I am the Lord do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed” (Mal 3:6) (2003:18). Second, behind these two parts of the Bible there
are people. Behind the first section of the Bible is the people of Israel to whom
it was given by God (Rom 3:1-2). Behind the second section of the Bible is the
church to whom God gave the gospels and other apostolic Scriptures.

Israel and the Church
Therefore we can say that Israel and the Church are the two witnesses; the
remnant among Israel and the remnant among the Church.
The evidence for this interpretation is the fact that Revelation refers to the
two witnesses as two prophets: “These men have power to shut up the sky so
that it will not rain during the time they are prophesying; and they have power
to turn the waters into blood and to strike the earth with every kind of plague
as often as they want” (Rev 11:6). The prophet who has the “power to shut up
the sky” is Elijah, and the prophet who has the “power to turn the waters into
blood” is Moses. These two witnesses, Moses and Elijah, are real men.
Let us continue our biblical investigation. There are only three texts in the
whole Bible where Moses and Elijah are mentioned together: Mal 4:4-6; Matt
17:1-5; and Rev 11. It is important to be consistent in our interpretation of
these three biblical texts.
Usually we read these texts in giving to Moses and Elijah three different
interpretations. In Malachi 4, Moses is interpreted as Israel who received the
law of God in Horeb. Elijah is understood as the Church who has to prepare
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the Second Coming of Jesus. In Matthew 17, the text of the transfiguration, we
say that Moses and Elijah are the representatives of those who will be resurrected (Moses) and those who will be translated without dying (Elijah). And in
Revelation 11, Moses would represent the Old Testament and Elijah the New
Testament.
It is not my purpose here to oppose our traditional interpretation, but
maybe to challenge that interpretation in saying that we must have a consistent
interpretation for the same symbol. That is why even though in some ways we
can stand with the traditional interpretation, it could be much more consistent
to see in these three texts Moses as a representative of Israel who gave to the
world the first section of the Bible and Elijah a representative of the Church
who gave the second section of the Bible to the world.
Malachi 4: In this text the interpretation is clear, because it is written: “Remember the law of my servant Moses, the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb
for all Israel.” Israel is named and the second character is also clear because it
is someone who is to prepare for the Second Coming of Jesus just like John the
Baptist was the herald for the first coming of Jesus. Today the Church plays this
role of preparing people for the Second Coming.
Matthew 17: It is important to understand the context of the transfiguration. Chapter 16 ends with a strange sentence pronounced by Jesus: “I tell you
the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the
Son of Man coming in his kingdom” (Matt 16:28). Some people thought that
Jesus announced wrongly that some of the disciples would not die before the
Second Coming. However, that was not what Jesus said, and it was not His intention to suggest that John or any of the other disciples would be alive at the
Second Coming. Instead, Jesus was talking about the transfiguration.
One night, he called three of His disciples, Peter, John and James and went
to Mount Tabor, where he was transfigured in front of the disciples and appeared with Moses and Elijah. What the disciples saw was “the Son of Man
coming in his kingdom,” the kingdom represented in miniature but not in its
fullness.
Who will be in the kingdom of heaven? God and His people of all time;
Israel, God’s people of the Old Testament period; and the Church, God’s people
of the New Testament period. Moses was there to represent Israel and Elijah
was there to represent the Church.
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Revelation 11: I have already given an explanation of the two witnesses who
were the true remnant of Israel and the Church who were persecuted during
the prophetic time of 1260 days or 42 months.

Characteristics of the Two Witnesses
The characteristics of the two witnesses are the same as the remnant
according to Rev 12:17:
“Those who keep the commandments of God” — Israel
“And hold the testimony of Jesus” — the Church.

The Remnant According to Revelation 14
In Revelation 14 there is an emergence of a new people who bring reconciliation (Elijah’s message) between the two witnesses and who prepare one
people who will be waiting for the second coming of the Messiah. Ellen G.
White said:
There is a mighty work to be done in our world. The Lord has declared
that the Gentiles shall be gathered in, and not the Gentiles only, but the
Jews. There are among the Jews many who will be converted, and through
whom we shall see the salvation of God go forth as a lamp that burneth.
There are Jews everywhere, and to them the light of present truth is to be
brought (1946:578).

Supersessionism or Replacement Theology?
There is no supercessionism in the Bible because the election of Israel is
forever. Paul confirms this truth saying: “As far as the gospel is concerned, they
are enemies on your account; but as far as election is concerned, they are loved
on account of the patriarchs” (Rom 11:28). This point is also connected to our
understanding of God’s love for His people.
For Moses the God of Israel is a faithful God who keeps His covenant for a
“thousand generations” (Deut 7:9).
For Jeremiah, the God of Israel has “an everlasting love” (Jer 31:3) for His
people in spite of her apostasy and the exile.
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For Isaiah, the gospel in the Old Testament affirms the proclamation of
God’s everlasting love for Israel. “In overflowing wrath for a moment I hid my
face from you, but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you, says the
LORD, your Redeemer” (Isa 54:8). Concerning election and the covenant, God
said in verse 10, “Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be removed,
yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken nor my covenant of peace be
removed,” says the LORD, who has compassion on you.” It is clear, the covenant
will not be removed.
For Malachi, God does not change, “For I the LORD do not change” (Mal
3:6). How many texts need to be quoted to convince people that God loves
Israel with an everlasting and unconditional love?

What About Israel at the End of Time?
The prophets predicted the repentance of Israel, a coming back of the people of Israel to God at the end of the time: “Afterward the Israelites shall return
and seek the LORD their God, and David their king; they shall come in awe to
the LORD and to his goodness in the latter days” (Hos 3:5). Ellen White gives
the following interpretation of the prophecies of Hosea:
But through Hosea was given a prophecy that set before them [Israel] the
privilege of having a part in the final restoration that is to be made to the
people of God at the close of earth’s history, when Christ shall appear as
King of kings and Lord of lords. “Many days,” the prophet declared, the
ten tribes were to abide “without a king, and without a prince, and without a sacrifice, and without an image, and without an ephod, and without
teraphim.” “Afterward,” the prophet continued, “shall the children of Israel
return, and seek the Lord their God, and David their king; and shall fear
the Lord and His goodness in the latter days.” Hosea 3:4, 5. In the last days
of this earth’s history, God’s covenant with His commandment-keeping
people is to be renewed. “In that day” “the remnant of Israel, and such as
are escaped of the house of Jacob, shall stay upon the Lord, the Holy One
of Israel, in truth (1917:298, 299).
There are among them [Israel] many who will come to the light, and who
will proclaim the immutability of the law of God with wonderful power.
The Lord God will work. He will do wonderful things in righteousness
(1946:578).
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Biblical Methods to Reach Jews
There are many quotations from Ellen G. White which describe in detail
the methods Jesus and His disciples, and especially Paul used in reaching the
Jews. It would be good for us to follow those teachings and examples in our
outreach to Jews today.

Jesus’ Methods
Christ drew the hearts of His hearers to him by the manifestation of His
love, and then, little by little, as they were able to bear it, he unfolded to
them the great truths of the kingdom. We also must learn to adapt our labors to the condition of the people, to meet men where they are. While the
claims of the law of God are to be presented to the world, we should never
forget that love, the love of Christ, is the only power that can soften the
heart, and lead to obedience. All the great truths of the Scriptures center in
Christ; and rightly understood, all lead to him. Let Christ be presented as
the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, of the great plan of redemption. Present to the people such subjects as will strengthen their confidence in God and in His word, and lead them to investigate its teachings
for themselves. And as they go forward, step by step, in the study of the
Bible, they will be better prepared to appreciate the beauty and harmony of
its precious truths (Review & Herald, November 25, 1890, 5).

Paul’s Methods
Thus the apostle Paul describes His manner of labor. He did not approach
the Jews in a way to stir up their prejudice. He did not run the risk of
making them His enemies by telling them in His first effort that they must
believe on Jesus of Nazareth; but he dwelt on the promises of the Old Testament Scriptures, which testified of Christ, of His mission, and of His work.
Thus he led them along step by step, showing them the importance of honoring the law of God. He also gave due honor to the ceremonial law, showing that Christ was the one who instituted the whole system of sacrificial
service. After dwelling upon these things, making it manifest that he had a
clear understanding of them himself, he brought them down to the first advent of Christ, and proved that in the crucified Jesus every specification of
the prophecies had been fulfilled. This was the wisdom that Paul exercised
(Review & Herald, November 25, 1890, 2).
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Use Appropriate Vocabulary
The Bible
It is better not to use the designation Old Testament for this suggests that
the Jewish Bible is “dated” or no longer valid. The Old Testament may be called
the TaNaKh consisting of: The Torah or five Books of Moses, The Nevi’im or
Prophets, and The Kethuvim or Writings. This part of the Bible may also be
referred to as the Jewish Bible or Hebrew Bible. The New Testament, if used,
should be referred to as a Jewish Book.

Gentiles and Christians
For some, an explanation that all Gentiles do not consider themselves
Christian may be necessary. Many Jews see all Gentiles and Christians as one
and the same. They may also identify Christians as persecutors of the Jewish
faith.
Humility, prayer, and genuine compassion must characterize Christian
witness. Far too often Jewish impressions of Christianity have been characterized by Christians’ arrogance, superiority, and disregard for Jewish culture.
Paul warns us against this kind of pride in Rom 11:13-32.

Example of Jewish Terminology
Christian Words

To Be Replaced By

Old Testament

TaNakh or Hebrew Bible or the
First Testament, or first section of
the Bible

Baptism

Immersion (Hebrew is Tevila)

Christian

Believer

Christ - Savior

Messiah or Yeshua or Jesus

Conversion

Teshuva
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Christian Words

To Be Replaced By

Cross - Christmas

To be Avoided

Church

Temple (Hebrew is kehila)
congregation or assembly

Action Group

Biblical Group

A Converted Jew

Jew who did Teshuva

New Testament

A Jewish Book, or the Second Testament or the second part of the Bible

Palestine

Israel

Pastor

A biblical teacher

Evangelism

Biblical meeting

Holy Spirit

In Hebrew Ruach Elohim or Ruach
Hashem

Trinity

God

The Jewish Calendar
Those working for Jews should know and recognize the Jewish calendar
and its holidays. A Jewish friend will appreciate that you know enough to respect their observances. For example, 2008 is year 5768 on the Jewish calendar
(calculated from the creation of the world according to Jewish tradition). Rosh
Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, is September 30. It is appropriate to send a
“happy new year” card to your Jewish friends and relations. Yom Kippur, which
is the holiest of the High Holy Days for Jews, is the Day of Atonement. It occurs five days after the Jewish New Year. It is not our purpose to give a full explanation of the Jewish calendar for many web sites deal with this. Remember
that the Jewish calendar is a lunar calendar, not a solar one. The Jewish year is
composed of twelve months of 29 or 30 days. The difference between the lunar
and the solar calendar is about ten days with the Jewish year being shorter.
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Therefore Jewish scholars have added a thirteen month twelve times in a cycle
of nineteen years.3

Series of Bible Studies with a Jew
If there is an opportunity to study the Bible with a Jew, remember that he or
she will not be convinced initially by the accuracy of the Bible and its doctrinal
exposition but by God’s love as seen in your own life.
There is a set of Bible studies written by Dr. Jacques Doukhan from Andrews
University, available in English, French, Hebrew, and very soon also available
in Spanish. The set includes fifteen well written lessons called Shema Israel.
However, it may be necessary to use different approaches in order to fit
different personalities with different kinds of Jews. In the following pages I suggest a second series of Bible studies based on the methods of Paul as described
by Ellen G. White.
This series is structured around themes from the first section of the Bible
and presents Yeshua (Jesus) as the Messiah towards the end of the study. Following is a synopsis of the points in the series.
1. Trust in God. Many Jews have lost their trust in God because of the Holocaust. This section discusses God’s existence and builds confidence in God in
spite of what happened during Jewish history.
The purpose of these studies is to help Jews recognize that God loves them
and wants them to have peace. “I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have
drawn you with loving-kindness” (Jer 31:3).
2. Trust in the Bible. For many Jews, the Talmud, the Mishna and the oral
tradition are as important as the Bible, and are called the Oral Torah. Many
believe that Moses received these traditions at Sinai, at the same time as the
written Torah. This section describes the Bible and it can be trusted more than
any other scripture.
3. Study the book of Daniel. Jews can feel very close to Daniel who lived in
the Diaspora. They have often been in similar situations. The historical part of
the book will demonstrate that God leads in our life, whereas the prophetical
part will demonstrate that God directs human history. The book of Daniel gives
a clear vision of Christian history and the role of the Church in the persecution
of the Jewish people. Daniel 9 and the “Seventy Weeks” prophecy is the best
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good news that Jews can hear. It is a wonderful prophecy of the coming of the
Messiah and the date of His coming.
4. The Law. The purpose of the Ten Commandments, the Sabbath, and the
laws of hygiene is to help Jews recognize that it is personal sin (breaking God’s
law) that separates them from God. “Surely the arm of the Lord is not too short
to save, nor His ear too dull to hear. But your iniquities have separated you
from your God; your sins have hidden His face from you, so that He will not
hear” (Isa 59:1-2).
5. The Sanctuary. The purpose of the symbolism of the Sanctuary and our
personal spiritual life, the symbolism and meaning of the sacrifices, the notion
of forgiveness, and the theology of substitution is studied to help Jews recognize the need for atonement through sacrifice. “For the life of a creature is in
the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the
altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life” (Lev17:11).
God commanded that once the temple mount was designated as the place
of worship, all the sacrifices of God’s people were to be brought there. God in
His mercy has not left people without atonement even after the destruction of
the Temple.
6. Meaning of the Biblical Feasts. The purpose of these studies is to help
Jew discover the Messianic implications of the biblical feasts such as: (1)
Pessah (Passover), (2) Shavuot (Pentecost), (3) Rosh Hashana (The Feast of
Trumpets), (4) Yom Kippur ( The Day of Atonement), and (5) Succoth (The
Feast of Tabernacles).
7. The Messiah. The purpose of these studies is to help Jews recognize that
the Messiah became our atonement according to the plan of God by studying
the Messiah in Jewish tradition, the Messiah in the Bible, and the Messianic
prophecies.
Surely He took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered Him
stricken by God, smitten by Him and afflicted. But He was pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was
upon Him, and by His wounds we are healed. We all like sheep have gone astray, each
of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all
(Isa 53:4-6).

He sacrificed for their sins once for all when He offered Himself (Heb
7:27).
8. Applying what we have discovered in our studies of Jesus—the Messiah.
The purpose of these studies is to help Jews receive Yeshua into their lives
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through prayer. A prayer with a Jew has to be addressed directly to God the
Father. We can start the prayer in a Jewish way: “Blessed are you Lord, our God,
King of the Universe, God of our fathers Abraham, Isaac and Jacob . . . .”
9. End Time Prophecies. The purpose of these studies is to help Jews identify the Seventh-day Adventist church with God’s end time people by studying
The Day of Atonement and the Purification of the heavenly sanctuary, the end
of time, and the Second Coming of the Messiah.

Conclusion
Ellen G. White had a real burden for the Jewish people, just like Paul. She
said in an article published in 1890:
God’s workmen must have breadth of character. They must not be men
of one idea, stereotyped in their manner of working. They must be able
to vary their efforts, to meet the needs of the people under different circumstances and conditions. God would have His servants, young and old,
continually improving, learning better how to minister to the wants of all.
They should not settle down contented, thinking that their ways are perfect, and that others must work just as they do (Review & Herald, November 25, 1890, 6).

Notes
1

Hapax is a technical word which means that this word occurred only one time in
the whole Bible.
2

cf. Books of Dr. Doukhan and Dr. Stefanovic on Daniel.

3

Twelve times in a cycle of 19 years.
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Chapter 12

WORK AMONG JEWS:
A SMALL GROUP MINISTRY
RICHARD ELOFER

Introduction
The golden age of Jewish outreach ministry was the first century shortly after the death and resurrection of Jesus. Thousands of Jews in Jerusalem, Judea,
and Samaria accepted Jesus. Most of them had met him, heard his sermons,
and witnessed his great wisdom and power. How did the disciples touch the
hearts of these people? How did they manage to bring thousands of Jews to
Jesus? Ellen White, carefully studying that period of the early church affirms,
“The organization of the church at Jerusalem was to serve as a model for the organization of churches in every other place where messengers of truth should
win converts to the gospel” (1911:91).
What happened during the earliest period of the church can happen today;
that is why it is important to learn from that time. “The organization of the
church at Jerusalem was to serve as a model” for us. What was special about
that organization? The purpose of this chapter is to learn from the church in
Jerusalem that which could help win Jews today and to see the fulfillment of
the prophecies.
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Growth of the Early Church
Jesus chose twelve disciples who would become the leaders of the early
Church. Very soon after this first selection, the Bible states that the number of
disciples increased to seventy-two1 (Luke 10). A third number is given in the
book of Acts when the disciples met in the upper room. “In those days Peter
stood up among the believers (together the crowd numbered about one hundred twenty persons)” (Acts 1:15).
A few days later, at the Feast of Shavuot (Feast of Weeks), Peter made a very
bold speech about Jesus and described what had happened in Jerusalem. Many
Jews from Jerusalem and from abroad were touched in their hearts and decided
to accept Jesus as the Messiah. The text says that 3,000 people were baptized in
one day (Acts 2:41).
This exponential growth in less than four years is a demonstration that the
person of Jesus and his teaching are not obstacles to the sharing of the gospel
with the Jewish people. Jesus was a Jew, lived like other Jews, was recognized as
a Yeshiva leader as were many others, and had around him a circle of disciples
ready to learn from him. The greatest difference is that his disciples were convinced that Jesus himself was the Messiah of Israel, and this conviction became
a certitude after his death and resurrection.
In Acts 2, the one hundred twenty disciples received a special blessing from
God, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. This blessing transformed shy and insignificant people into strong and powerful preachers of the good news because the Messiah of Israel had arrived. He was Jesus of Nazareth who had been
arrested and crucified by the Romans and the leaders of the people of Israel.
This good news spread very rapidly all over the city of Jerusalem.
The ministry of the disciples was very effective in Jerusalem during the
next three years. They formed a wonderful community described in this way:
They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the
breaking of bread and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because
many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All who believed
were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by
day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at
home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and
having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to
their number those who were being saved (Acts 2:42-47).
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Verse 47 says that “day by day the Lord added to their number those who
were being saved.” The following chapters of the book of Acts also tell about exceptional numerical growth. The very next number in Acts 4:4 is five thousand.
Many of the three thousand who were baptized on a day in Shavuot were pilgrims, foreigners who did not stay in Jerusalem. They returned to their homes.
Yet in spite of their departure, the number of the disciples grew to five thousand. The disciples continued to preach and had great success among Jews in
Jerusalem, “for all of them [the people] praised God for what had happened”
(Acts 4:21).
The number of believers continued to grow, but became too many to count.
“Now the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul”
(Acts 4:32 NKJV). They had become “a multitude.” The disciples continued
to preach and to perform miracles and the number of believers continued to
grow. “Yet more than ever believers were added to the Lord, great numbers
of both men and women” (Acts 5:14). Even Gamaliel, the chief of the Jewish
people, stood up for them and said that if this belief and group of believers
came from God, nobody would be able to stop them (Acts 5:34). The church in
Jerusalem continued to grow: “And every day in the temple and at home they
did not cease to teach and proclaim Jesus as the Messiah. Now during those
days, . . . the disciples were increasing in number” (Acts 5:42-6:1) the priests
and the leaders who had accepted Jesus as the Messiah and even some who
were against Jesus during his ministry, became believers. “So the Word of God
spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large
number of priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7).
No fewer than ten thousand believers were in Jerusalem approximately
three years after the resurrection of Jesus. The last number given was five thousand in Acts 5, and the text continues to describe the exponential growth of
the church. Ten thousand believers in Jesus is a great number for the city of
Jerusalem. Jerusalem was not a very big city. It was the holy city of the Jewish people, and all the trading and activities of the city were centered on the
temple. The City of David was crowded by common people but between the
Mount of Olives and the Kidron Valley, there was no possible extension of this
residential part of the city. That is why scholars affirm that the regular population of Jerusalem at the time of Jesus was about 20,000 and during the pilgrimage feasts (Pesach, Shavuot, and Succoth) the population could be multiplied
by ten to reach the number of 200,000 (Jeremias 1979:123-124). If these facts
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and numbers are accurate, that means half of the Jewish population living in
Jerusalem believed in Jesus as the Messiah.

Jerusalem House Churches
The number of about ten thousand believers in Jerusalem raises some challenges. The main challenge is to know where the church met for worship. According to the Book of Acts, the disciples met in the temple every day (2:46; 3:1;
5:42). But they were not in the temple with the ten thousand believers to worship God; they were there to meet people in search of spiritual truth. They were
in the temple every day to preach the good news of Jesus. That is why Peter,
James, John, and Stephen were arrested and questioned about their preaching
and the trouble they made in the Temple during those three years.
Regular Bible studies were held at home. The disciples visited homes every
day to give Bible studies and worship with the new believers (Acts 2:46; 5:42).
Paul later continued this good habit of the early church meeting people in their
homes. “You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be
helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house” (Acts
20:20). “It seems clear that the house-church model was a real Christian model,
for it was found both within the Jerusalem Christian community and in other
communities, including those that Paul established in his missionary efforts”
(Donkor 2008:5).
The number of “house churches” in Jerusalem about three and a half years
after the resurrection of Jesus can be estimated if the premise that ten thousand
people in Jerusalem at the time of Acts 6 were Christians is accepted. Taking
into consideration that the houses in the City of David were small and compact, the house-churches would have been filled by about twenty-five to thirty
people. The upper room could accommodate the one hundred and twenty disciples of Acts 1, but this size of house was an exception and probably belonged
to a rich inhabitant of Jerusalem who was not living in the City of David but
on Mount Zion where most archeologists locate the upper room where Jesus
shared his last supper with his disciples.
If a house church was able to hold about thirty people, about three hundred
house churches were needed to accommodate everybody. It is surprising to
discover that in the small Judean capital of Jerusalem there could be between
two and three hundred house churches just a few years after the resurrection
of Jesus.
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In consideration of the foregoing, it is untenable for people to continue
to say that the Jewish people rejected Jesus. That is just not true. Large Jewish
crowds of people followed Jesus to listen to his sermons and teaching and after
his death thousands of Jews accepted him as the Messiah and were baptized.
This understanding of house churches is important for our ministry since
Ellen G. White says, “The organization of the church at Jerusalem was to serve
as a model” (1911:91). It is certainly the best model to apply to work with Jews
today for they do not easily go to church. I remember when I was a young boy,
it was said that it was a sin for Jews to enter churches since it was a place of
paganism with idols.
Since it is difficult for some Jews to enter a church, starting a small group
ministry is certainly one of the best ways to invite them to our meetings and to
have Bible discussions with them.

How to Organize a House Church
Since our model is the organization of the church at Jerusalem, it is important to analyze their method of meeting, what they did, and how they met
together.
They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the
breaking of bread and in prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because many
wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All who believed were
together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and
goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, as they
spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their
food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of
all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were
being saved (Acts 2:41-47).
The first believers in Jesus “devoted themselves,” which means they dedicate their whole life, their thoughts, their mind, their possessions, everything,
to this new cause, to preach the gospel of Jesus the Messiah.
Their meetings included seven components:
1. Studying the Bible together (apostles’ teaching)
2. Fellowshipping together (fellowship)
3. Eating together (breaking of bread)
4. Praying together (prayers)
5. Sharing with the poor (had all things in common, and generous hearts)
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6. Worshipping together (praising God)
7. Witnessing to the people (the Lord added . . . those who were being
saved)

Conclusion
The Jewish people of today are no different from the Jewish people who
lived in Jerusalem two thousand years ago. And exactly as those Jews accepted
Jesus, today there is a great revival among Jews about spirituality and Jesus.
Thousands of Jews in Israel believe in Jesus today. This means that if we share
Jesus in an appropriate way, we will achieve the same success as the disciples
did two thousand years ago.

Note
1

There is a debate here as to whether Jesus appointed seventy or seventy-two disciples. The translations follow various traditions. The NRVS and the KJV say seventy
but the NIV and other modern translations such as the French Ecumenical version say
seventy-two. Some scholars prefer to read seventy, giving this explanation:
According to Lk 10:1ff Jesus sent out seventy on a mission as well as the
twelve. The number suggests the universality of the mission. It is perhaps
modeled on the seventy of Num 11:16, though cf. the seventy-one members of the Sanhedrin, the seventy elders appointed by Josephus in Galilee,
the seventy elders of Jerusalem, and also the seventy nations of Gen 10.
The point seems to be that the mission of the seventy denotes the wider
claim of Jesus which, unlike the law according to Jewish tradition, will now
be embraced by the Gentiles (cf. Mt. 21:43). [K. H. Rengstorf, II, 627–35
(Bromiley 1985:251).
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Section III.
Experiencing
Jewish Suffering

Chapter 13

SURVEY OF THE HISTORY OF ANTI-SEMITISM
DAVID PENNER

Introduction
What can one say after visiting a Holocaust site or memorial? I do not
know but the old phrase “never, never again” seems appropriate. I remember
visiting the concentration camp at Dachau forty years ago. I was a teenager,
perhaps unaware of the extent or power of evil, but nevertheless confident
about life. I had studied history. I had a sense of the past. But I was not prepared for what I saw that day and my confidence in human nature has never
been the same since that visit. As I walked through the small museum and
looked out over the grounds marking the place where the bunkers and ovens
had been I became physically ill. I could not image how human beings could
do such things. On display I saw the photos of skeletal survivors pressing up
against the fences to smile at their liberators. I saw photos of those who did
not survive laid out in rows or stacked like cord wood. There were life size
photos of Hitler—someone with a sharp object had scratched out his eyes in
every photo. There were artifacts, too, piles of shoes that had once been worn
by those transported there, a collection of reading glasses taken from those
who did not need them any more, and cloth yellow stars that had been used
to isolate their innocent wearers from the rest of society. I was horrified by the
stories of life, such as it was, in the camp, of the harsh flea-ridden hopeless ex-
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istence where every human dignity was taken away and finally life itself. I was
appalled at the photos and descriptions of the terrible efficiency of the “medical experiments” and unending appetite of the crematorium ovens. I could not
eat for days and then without appetite. I have never forgotten what I saw there
on display. I still feel the pain I experienced that day as I visualized the camp
and “heard” the shouts, the cries, and the silence. I think it was the silence that
disturbed me most—the families that could no longer talk together, the children who could no longer laugh, the Psalms that were silenced. There is still a
kind of silence in the world, a feeling of absence of what might have been, of
who might have been.
For this conference I have been asked to prepare some notes on the history
of anti-Semitism. Where does one begin with such at topic? The scope of this
task is monumental. The topic stretches over several millennia. Thousands of
books have been written on the subject, hundreds of thousands of documents
collected, and additional evidence is coming to light and analyzed daily. And it
is still headline news. It is not an easy subject for it is filled with so much anger,
hatred, pain, suffering, and disappointment. Those who experience it, witness
it, and write about it are not unaffected by the tragedy of human behavior and
suffering. That emotion lives through their stories and their writing. A friend
of mine, a Holocaust rescuer Irene Opdyke, told me among other things how
in Poland in 1942 she saw a baby torn from the arms of its Jewish mother,
tossed into the air, and shot “like a bird.” Even after nearly sixty years tears
came to Irene’s eyes as she recalled the horror; she choked and could not finish
the story (2001).
The topic carries a particular burden since it’s presentation and understanding has dynamic impact on our daily lives individually and on Jews as a
group specifically, on the understanding of current and future world affairs as
well as the exercise and protection of freedom for people everywhere. Interpretation of history is not a safe or harmless occupation. How we understand
it affects our attitudes, actions, and passions. Given the purpose of this conference I will focus primarily on the Jewish-Christian context noting that antiSemitism is not limited to that context and recognizing that the actors may
or may not have been Christian but operated in the name of Christianity and
from within a Christian-dominated society.
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Definition
What is anti-Semitism? The answer is not as easy as it seems. There was
anti-Semitic behavior before the word was coined and it has taken on additional meanings in recent times. “Dislike of Jews is very old but its character keeps changing,” observed Jocelyn Hellig in her carefully studied essay,
“Approaching the Study of anti-Semitism” (2003:68). The dictionary defines
“anti-Semitism” as “hostility toward or prejudice against Jews or Judaism”
(American Heritage 2000) or more broadly as “hostility toward Jews as a religious or racial minority group, often accompanied by social, political or economic discrimination” (Webster’s Third New International Dictionary, 2002).
Other aspects can be added such as the reoccurrence of “scapegoating” or
blaming the Jews for any and all difficulties. Alan Dershowitz, Law Professor
at Harvard University Law School, finds that a “good working definition” of
anti-Semitism is “taking a trait or an action that is widespread, if not universal, and blaming only the Jews for it” (2003:2). There is also action, both in
the promotional sense as well and the physical. “anti-Semitism is not merely
emotional,” Richard Levy observed, “it is activist” (1991:4). During the last
few years, some have argued that the term “Semite” includes groups other
than Jews but those who coined the term clearly had the Jews in mind (Hellig
2003:73).
The term first appeared in German anti-Jewish political campaigns in
central Europe in the 1880s (Levy 1991). The word is attributed to Wilhelm
Marr (1879), a journalist and activist who founded the League of Anti‑Semites, an organization whose specific goal was the removal of Jews from Germany. Interestingly, for Marr and those who thought of themselves as fighting
against the Jews, the word “anti-Semite” was readily accepted and used, not
as a pejorative but as a badge of honor. Marr was not the only one to use this
term nor was it the beginning of anti-Jewish feeling or the activities associated with the word.
Defining anti-Semitism has become more complicated in recent years.
Since the establishment of Israel, anti-Zionism has been closely linked with
the anti-Semitism. Following the New York attacks of September 11 and in
current unsettled situations throughout the Middle East, the increased rhetoric and terrorist activities directed at Jews have been referred to as “the new
anti-Semitism.”
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In response to a growing need for a clear definition the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights under the direction of the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe prepared a list of contemporary examples of anti-Semitism and adopted a working definition: “anti-Semitism is
a certain perception of Jews, which may be expressed as hatred toward Jews.
Rhetorical and physical manifestations of anti-Semitism are directed toward
Jewish or non-Jewish individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish community institutions and religious facilities. In addition, such manifestations
could also target the state of Israel, conceived as a Jewish collectivity. AntiSemitism frequently charges Jews with conspiring to harm humanity, and it is
often used to blame Jews for “why things go wrong.” It is expressed in speech,
writing, visual forms and action, and employs sinister stereotypes and negative
character traits” (2005).
Anti-Semitism has been called “the longest hatred” (Wistrich 1991). “How
does anti-Semitism survive?” asked Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of the United
Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth. “Sadly, the answer is this. AntiSemitism is not a belief system, a coherent set of ideas. In the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, Jews were hated because they were rich and because
they were poor; because they were capitalists and because they were communists; because they kept to themselves and because they got everywhere;
because they were superstitious believers and because they were rootless cosmopolitans who believed nothing.” Then, with a telling analogy, he compared
the wave of “new anti-Semitism” to a virus “and, like a virus, it mutates… Viruses defeat the immune system because they mutate. They are then able to get
past the body’s defenses, in effect by persuading them that they are friends, not
foes. The immune system, alert to last year’s virus, fails to recognize this year’s”
(2002).

Historical Development
A brief outline cannot begin to do justice to this tortured history but it may
serve to illustrate some of the many layers of anti-Semitism, to note phases
in its development and to give cause for reflection in our current discussions.
Early forms of anti-Jewish feelings adapted and took on religious intolerance
under Christianity, then mutated again in the late nineteenth century with
the support of the pseudoscientific racial theories and culminated in the Holocaust. The new anti-Semitism has mutated again in post-Holocaust times.
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The strength of the virus seems to be strongest and most dangerous, explained
Jonathan Sacks, “whenever two contradictory factors appear in combination:
the belief that Jews are so powerful that they are responsible for the evils of the
world, and the knowledge that they are so powerless that they can be attacked
with impunity” (Sacks 2002).
Some of the strands can be seen in two stories from the Bible illustrating
the strength of xenophobia directed at the Hebrews in pre-Christian times. The
Exodus story records that in Egypt the pharaoh saw the Israelites as a major
threat: first, they were “much too numerous for us,” and second, that “in the
event of war they may join our enemies in fighting against us” (Exod 1:9-10).
Pharaoh’s response was to place them in hard labor, control them through slavery and issue an order to kill all the baby boys. In the story of Esther, Haman, enraged at Mordecai’s refusal to bow to him, determined that “all the
Jews” should be done away with (Esth 3:6). He convinced the king that the
Jews should be killed because they were different and because of their potential
disloyalty. Esther saw clearly the results of such a campaign and explained to
the king, “We have been sold … to be destroyed, massacred, and exterminated”
(Esth 7:4).

Anti-Semitism and the Early Christian Church
Although growing from the same religious traditions Christians and Jews
developed distinctive theologies. Clear differences became apparent when the
Christians rejected the law and the seventh-day Sabbath. Christians placed
special emphasis on the suffering and death of Christ and on their role as God’s
appointed. Two strands of thought growing from this helped to strengthen
anti-Semitism.
The first grew out of the debate on who was responsible for the death of
Christ. Christian theologians argued from the judgment hall scene where they
cried, “Crucify him” (John 19:6-7), that the Jews were directly responsible for
the crucifixion and death of Christ and accused them of “deicide” (killing a divine being). Further, quoting the phrase, “His blood be upon us and upon our
children” (Matt 27:24-25), they concluded that the Jews were collectively and
permanently responsible for the death of Christ.
Melito of Sardis, early in the second century C.E., published a very emotional and influential sermon entitled “On the Passion” in which he specifically identified the Jews as the murderers of Christ. Christ “was murdered,”
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he said. “And where was he murdered? In the very center of Jerusalem … and
Israel admits, I killed the Lord!” (Steenberg 2002, vss. 72-74). John Chrysostom (347-407), referred to the Jews as “assassins of Christ” (Halsall 1998). This
emotional tone was continued by other writers and preachers. Emotions ran
high after “visualizing” the death of Christ and Jews suffered as a result.
The second development, known as “supercessionism,” was the doctrine
declaring that the Jews had not only been rejected by God but that the Christian church had replaced them in his affections. It was further necessary then
to portray Jesus’ entire life and work as in direct opposition to Judaism. This
had the effect of taking Jesus completely out of his historic Jewish context and
allowing anti-Jewish feelings to co-exist with a positive attraction to Christ as
Savior. By placing emphasis on God’s rejection of the Jews, supercessionism
identified the Jews as legitimate recipients of retribution. If this did not translate directly into active participation, it did allow Christians to accept the suffering and persecution of the Jews as God’s will.
While some saw Jews as outside the pale with no hope of salvation others
believed that they were objects for conversion. This dualism led to both limiting the participation of non-converted Jews in society and at times urging their
forced conversions. Even those who accepted the possible salvation of individual Jews through conversion could argue for and support anti-Semitic policies. For example Luther, in his The Jews and Their Lies, after citing the longstanding destruction of the temple, concluded, “This work of wrath is proof
that the Jews, surely rejected by God, are no longer his people, and neither is
he any longer their God” (Sherman 1971:139). He recommended among other
things that synagogues be burned, Jewish houses be destroyed and that rabbis
be forbidden to teach (268-272). The belief that Jews were responsible for the
death of Christ and that they had been replaced by Christianity in God’s affections helped create a climate in which anti-Semitism grew. Not that this was
the only cause—ignorance, fear, and greed played their parts as well. Jews may
have been seen as objects for conversion but this was countered by the reality
for Jews of marginalization, expulsion, and death. James Parkes, after spending
a career opposing anti-Semitism, had no doubts. “The hatred and denigration
of the Jewish people have a quite clear and precise historical origin. They arise
from Christian preaching and teaching from the time of bitter controversies of
the first century in which the two religions separated from each other. From
that time up to today there has been an unbroken line in which culminates in
the massacre in our own day of six million Jews” (Morgan 2001:141).
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Anti-Semitism in Medieval Europe
The relationship of the Christians and Jews in Europe during the Middle
Ages varied depending on time and place. Political policies and practices often kept Jews marginalized and separated from society, policies with regard
to participation in guilds, the necessity of wearing specific clothing or badges,
and the prohibition of marriages between Jews and non-Jews. From many possible examples, three presented here serve to illustrate a more general pattern:
(1) generally accepted and widely-held beliefs about Jews as illustrated in the
legend of William of Norwich, (2) the impact of the Crusades as illustrated by
the Rhineland massacres, and (3) the periodic Jewish expulsions particularly
noted in the Spanish expulsion in 1492.
Stories and legends, sermons, and passion plays served to keep the role of
the Jews clearly in mind. Popular stories depicted Jews as cunning, money‑loving and superstitious. Visual illustrations emphasized stereotyped physical
characteristics and peculiar clothing. Not only were they characterized in this
fashion; they also underscored medieval myths or Christian theology. Examples ranged from woodcuts depicting the torture of innocent children by Jews
to graphic sculptures, such as the one in Rheims of “Synagogue” represented
as a beautiful woman blindfolded and wearing a fallen crown-a graphic reminder of the theological belief that the Jews could not see the beauty of Christ
and had lost their favored position with God (Bartlett 2001:252). An altarpiece
painted by a Flemish artist about 1450, known as “The Fountain of Grace,” was
designed for the instruction of the faithful. High in the center of the panel God
sits enthroned, and issuing from the Lamb seated comfortably at his feet, flows
the fountain of grace. To God’s right Christians—bishops, kings, and clergy—
led by the “Church” approach the fountain with confidence. On God’s left Jews
led by blindfolded “Synagogue” fall back from the fountain while others stop
their ears or fall down (145). Sermons, passion plays, and general moral teaching constantly reminded Christians that the Jews were responsible for Christ’s
suffering and death and admonished them not to be like the Jews or associate
with them. Rumors and legends told about the spiteful activities of the Jews,
such as poisoning wells to spread the black plague or desecrating the host, often
led to an outbreak of rioting and massacre.
One re-occurring story was that Jews killed Christian children at Passover
time, sometimes suggesting that they used their blood to make matzoh bread.
The first recorded story is that of William of Norwich, a tanner’s apprentice,
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who according to the legend was ritualistically killed by a group of Jews in
1144. As with many medieval, martyr stories, details emphasized the purity
and innocence of William and highlighted his unwarranted death, which included a crown of thorns and stab wounds in the hands, feet, and side. The
author of the tale, Thomas of Monmouth, cites evidence, supposedly from a
converted Jew that “every year they [the Jews] must sacrifice a Christian in
some part of the world to the Most High God in scorn and contempt of Christ,
that so they might avenge their sufferings on Him” (Halsall 1998). This is the
first of many blood accusations that surfaced repeatedly throughout the history
of anti-Semitism and was used as supporting evidence in subsequent blood
accusations. Other similar legends are recorded throughout Europe. “Thomas
had fabricated a myth,” concluded Perry and Schweitzer, “that touched the raw
nerves of his countrymen causing them to inflict terrible suffering on Jews for
centuries” (2002:48). The persistence of the rumor is documented in the Jewish Encyclopedia, which lists various blood accusations including fifty-nine
reported in the Middle Ages and thirty-nine in the nineteenth century alone
(1901:266-267). The idea that Jews ritualistically killed Christians and drank
their blood was widely accepted as fact despite evidence to the contrary presented by Jewish and Christian leaders alike.
The Crusades of the Middle Ages left a legacy of bitterness and marked a
deterioration in the relationship between Christians and Jews. The initial plan
for the Crusades outlined by Pope Urban II at Clermont was to gain control
of Jerusalem and the Holy Land in order to protect the holy site and safeguard
Christian pilgrims. Opportunity for conquest, wealth, and adventure attracted
many to the Crusades, but it also reflects a growing individual piety and desire to make a religious pilgrimage. Two popular beliefs contributed to the excitement of the moment. It was widely believed that Christ’s return would be
ushered in by the Christian conquest of Jerusalem and by the conversion of
the Jews. The Crusades provided an opportunity for the general population to
take part in this momentous occasion. Emotionally-hyped, loosely organized
groups began to head for the Holy Land in 1096. On the way they attacked
Jewish communities in the Rhineland taking their wealth and demanding conversion or death. Asking why they were going abroad to fight Christ’s enemies
when the Jews were right among them, the Crusaders agreed to “avenge the
blood of the crucified one” (Simson quoted in Geary 2003:423). Despite initial
attempts to protect the Jews, civil and religious leaders were either unable or
unwilling to stop the violence. More than 800 Jews were killed at Worms and a
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total of more than 5,000 throughout the Rhineland. Some Jews chose to commit suicide rather than convert. Subsequent crusades continued the attacks although perhaps not on the same scale. The Jews were expelled from England
in 1290 as part of the third crusade and were attacked and killed in France and
Spain in subsequent crusades.
While the Jews were expelled from many countries, the example of Spain
is considered the most far-reaching. Motivated by evangelistic fervor or for
other reasons, the Church frequently required Jews to be baptized or leave the
country. Forced conversions had several results. Large numbers of Jews did not
give up their faith and were expelled; others who accepted baptism were later
accused of secretly continuing with Jewish practices, such as the marranos in
Spain. Under Isabella and Ferdinand, the kingdoms of Castile and Aragon had
been combined and in 1492 the last of the Moors driven from Granada. Unity
also meant religious purity. The Inquisition had been established to convert
Jews and Muslims and to make sure there was no backsliding. Their methods
did nothing to foster good relations between the religious communities. For
the Jews who refused to convert the Edict of Expulsion required them to leave
on very short notice. In less than three months the large Jewish population
of Spain was expelled. The last day to leave was 2 August 1492, the very same
day that Columbus set sail for America. Some Sephardi Jews went to Portugal,
others to North Africa or Turkey and eventually in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the Netherlands and England (Keduorie 2002). For the Jews
who remained in Spain as conversos and marranos and for the dispersed Sephardim, the 1492 policies exemplified the intent and far-reaching power of a
unified Christian church and state.

Anti-Semitism in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries
For centuries anti-Jewish emotions and actions drew its strength from the
Christian prejudice against the Jews and Judaism. This was not the only source
but a powerful one that remained even after political rights were extended
to Jews. Those underlying prejudices were, in the nineteenth century, given
“proof ” by pseudoscientific theories of racial superiority and in the belief in
a global Jewish conspiracy. They found their most horrific expression in the
Shoah, the Holocaust. “Jews were hated not because of what they believed, or
not because of how they lived, but,” Jonathan Sacks observed, “because of who
they were” (2002).
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An increased interest in scientific discoveries encouraged some to develop
elaborate theories in regard to race. Aryans were presented as the superior race
to which others were inferior. Some like Marr and Hitler believed it to be a
win/lose situation. The Jews, termed, “Semites,” must be opposed by the “antiSemites” (hence the word, “anti-Semitism”). “There can be no compromise,”
Hitler said in a speech in 1922. “There are only two possibilities—either victory
of the Aryan or annihilation of the Aryan and the victory of the Jew” (Bülow
2005). He had early in his political career became convinced that the “ultimate
unalterable objective must be the removal of the Jews altogether” (Longerich
2003:31). He believed that in “resisting the Jews” he was “acting in the spirit of
the Almighty Creator” and “fighting for the Lord’s work” (74).
Another theory emerged in this era of economic, social, and political uncertainty. Jews were blamed and rumors and reports circulated that there was
a Jewish conspiracy to rule the world. The most famous of these, The Protocol
of the Elders of Zion, was a forged document purported to be from a group
of Jewish leaders themselves. To the credulous the Protocols appeared to be
the private minutes of a meeting held by Jewish leaders outlining plans to rule
the world. They were exposed as forgeries and a hoax but nevertheless gained
wide circulated and acceptance. Henry Ford published an American version
in 1920 called The International Jew: the World’s Foremost Problem (Levy
1991:169). Hitler believed the Protocols to be authentic and used it as proof
that he must protect Germans from the Jewish menace (Hitler 1939:299). It was
a clumsy forgery, repetitive, and rambling, and not really very good reading.
But somehow it still lives on. Abraham Foxman, National Director of the AntiDefamation League, in a recent article, “The Protocols’ at 100: A Hoax of Hate
Lives On,” reports that it is still in circulation today both in print and televised
versions (2005).
The expression of these theories was found in Facsism, and in particular,
Nazism (Postone and Santner 2003). The Nazi “solution to the Jewish problem”
included identification (yellow star), isolation (anti-Jewish legislation, boycotts,
ghettos, and deportation), and ultimately the “final solution”, annihilation.
“They were chosen for death” reflected Bernard Lewis in his book, Semites and
anti-Semites, “simply because they were Jews—not even by their own definition
of Jewishness, their own acceptance and assertion of identity, but in accordance
with a definition by their persecutors.” It drew the net wide. “Jewishness, for the
Nazis, was not a religious or cultural quality; it did not consist in belonging to
a community or a people. It was an attribute of race, inherited and immutable,
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and so potent that even one grandparent out of four belonging to this race
transmitted an indelible taint, which put its inheritor beyond the pale of
humanity” (1987:26).
Once in power, the Nazis rounded up the Jews living in Germany and
areas controlled or influenced by Germany, and placed them in ghettos and
work camps, killing them in the street, on forced marches and in extermination camps. This was carried out with frightening precision, with devastating
results. While the calculations vary the Anglo-American Committees in 1946
estimated that 5,271,800 Jews were killed in the Holocaust, 3.2 million in Poland alone (1968:546). Immediately following the war in 1945, many people
reacted in horror at the extent of “Final Solution” and vowed that they would
never let it happen again.
“The Holocaust was a catastrophe and a real tragedy not only for the Jewish
people, but also for all mankind,” observed Solomon Passy in Berlin at a recent
Conference on anti-Semitism. “If we let this memory fade away, we would become guilty of another crime. Because the murder of memory is the surest way
to repeat the same mistakes” (ODIHR 2005:17).
Through the work of scholars, research projects, museums, and education programs, the growth of anti-Semitism and it is harvest under the Nazis
has been documented and disseminated. It is not clear where the Christian
churches were officially during the Holocaust. But in recent years work has
been done by religious groups to downplay or reverse the rhetoric of previous
generations. Many Protestant denominations have made public statements affirming their support and interest in working together with Jews (International
Council of Christians and Jews 2006). The Catholic Church clarified its position stating that “what happened in His passion cannot be charged against
all the Jews, without distinction, then alive, nor against the Jews of today. Although the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should not be presented
as rejected or accursed by God” (Paul VI 1965). More recently, Pope John Paul
II sought to develop closer relationships with Jews—visiting Israel, the synagogue in Rome, and Holocaust memorials in Israel and Poland.

The New Anti-Semitism
However, the effects of the Holocaust and the determination of various
groups since has not brought an end to anti-Semitism. It has instead taken on a
new iteration. “It is hard to believe that 60 years after the tragedy of the Holo-
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caust, anti-Semitism is once again rearing its head,” United Nations SecretaryGeneral Kofi Annan recently observed. “But it is clear that we are witnessing
an alarming resurgence of these phenomena in new forms and manifestations.
This time the world must not, cannot, be silent” (2004).
The new anti-Semitism combines the older perceptions with the current
tensions of the Middle East. It takes in many voices, often demanding a reinterpretation of the word itself. New anti-Semitism calls into question the existence of the state of Israel, denies the Holocaust or seeks to reduce its effect and
reverses the roles by accusing Jews as being Nazis and anti-Semitic. Many of
the old stereotypes and reactions are appearing in the media. The internet has
become filled with anti-Semitic rhetoric. There are continued attacks on Jews,
Jewish symbols, and property. These incidents, reported annually by the AntiDefamation League and listed on their web site, show an alarming amount of
anti-Semitic activities (2005).
In an interview Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel reflected on his life and
work. “I was convinced in 1945 that what happened must never be forgotten.
One thing appeared to me then: that anti-Semitism died in Auschwitz. But now
we realize that only its victims perished. Anti-Semitism is still well and alive”
(Lang n.d.). In his BBC Thought for the Day, Jonathan Sacks summed up our
century: “German fascism came and went. Soviet Communism came and went.
Anti-Semitism came and stayed” (BBC 2005).
The history of anti-Semitism is an inglorious one; only a few examples have
been examined here but they have been sufficient to show its insidious nature.
A reoccurring prejudice or hostility directed at the Jews, historical anti-Semitism was evidenced in early anti-Jewish persecutions, in accusations in the
theological debates on deicide and supercessionism, and in various “solutions,”
i.e., isolation, forced conversions, expulsions, and genocide. Christians and
Jews share a long history that includes both good and, with sadness and regret,
these examples of prejudice and hatred, persecution, and death. But the history
does not need to continue as it has in the past. “No problem,” observed Jonathan Sacks, “was ever solved by hate, falsehood, racism, religiously inspired terror, and the willingness to deflect attention from real abuses of power, human
rights and moral responsibility.” “Now,” he concluded, “is the time for good
men and women to do something: to say ‘Never again,’ and mean just that:
‘Never again’” (2002).
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Chapter 14

READING THE BIBLE AFTER THE HOLOCAUST
LAURENCE TURNER

Sixty years after the end of World War II the Holocaust (or Shoah) still exerts a strong influence on politics, ethics, literature, and philosophy, to name
but a few areas of human endeavor. It has also had an impact on the study of
the Bible, though its influence here has taken longer to mature. The potential
effect of the Holocaust extends beyond academic theological circles, carrying
significant implications for Christian self-understanding and mission, and for
relations between the Church and Judaism. The main issues addressed by this
paper are the significance of the Holocaust for reading the Bible and the hermeneutical shift it has inspired (see van Buren 1979:115-16; Earley 1981:17-18;
Fackenheim 1990:vi; Sweeney 1998:146-47). Our observations on these points
will form the basis for considering the implications for Adventist-Jewish relations.

The General Impact of the Holocaust
on Biblical Hermeneutics
Murray J. Haar encapsulates the conclusions of a growing number of biblical exegetes in the following words:
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We live in the face of Auschwitz, a revelation of horrific evil. Auschwitz has
become a metaphor for the mass extermination of one-third of the Jewish
people fifty years ago. If this event is at all revelatory, it means that all biblical texts must now pass through the gates of Auschwitz before we can listen
to them again (Haar 1999:271).

To this we might add that biblical interpreters must accompany their texts
through those gates, and contemplate the scene within. That Jewish exegetes
should do so is perhaps self-evident. But the necessity for Christians to do the
same is required by a growing realization: the Nazi ideology that culminated in
the “final solution” nurtured its roots in centuries-old Christian anti-Semitism.
The incompatibility of Nazism with the Christian gospel might make this seem
an absurd assertion.1 Nevertheless, the history of the Church has been stained
with anti-Semitism of various kinds, and none who studies it seriously questions the Nazi debt to this Christian heresy.2 The only point of debate concerns
the degree of dependency.
This recognition has resulted in calls for a distinctive post-Holocaust biblical hermeneutic. Traditionally, Jews and Christians read their Scriptures as a
source for ethical reflection. In the light of Christian anti-Semitism which culminated in the Holocaust, there is now a greater emphasis on seeing the act of
reading the Scriptures as an ethical act in itself. In other words, how we read the
Bible has consequences. For example, at the risk of over-simplifying, it has been
argued that Christian reading of the New Testament has frequently been done
from a position of ignorance about the nature of first century Judaism (Earley
1981:25; van Buren 1979:106), a stance which has encouraged unhelpful stereotypes such as “them” (Jews) and “us” (Christians); “law” and “grace”, etc.
The line to be drawn from those stereotypes to the Holocaust is neither short
nor straight, but the vital connection is now widely accepted. Recent trends in
New Testament scholarship have seen a paradigm shift in the way first-century
Judaism is now assessed, compared to that which was common thirty or more
years ago.3 In general, Judaism in the time of Jesus is now presented in a much
more positive manner by Christian scholars. In addition, there is also a greater
appreciation of the theological differences between various Jewish groups, so
that there is reluctance to talk about “the Jews,” as if Judaism in the time of Jesus
was monolithic.
Predictably, an increasingly positive assessment of Judaism has raised the
possibility of a rejuvenation of Christian interest in the Old Testament. Jacques
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Doukhan suggests that “the reading [of the Bible] should for Christians embrace the whole Bible, the Old as well as the New Testament, with the same
degree of reverence and receptivity, and the same readiness to be shaped by the
Old Testament as they are by the New Testament” (Doukhan 2001:693).
What impact might these developments have on the way Christians read the
Bible? Let us consider two brief examples. First, many now read the parables of
Jesus in a new way. For decades Joachim Jeremias’ volume (1947) was considered the classic work on this topic. Jeremias works within the classical Lutheran
paradigm, viewing the Judaism of the time of Jesus in a relatively negative light.
Christ’s Jewish audiences are spiritually obstinate and his parables are weapons
in his battle against their blindness. Having dominated the field of parable research for so long, Jeremias’ influence is still felt, especially at the popular level.
But among many New Testament scholars, such an approach is now considered
at best passé, and at worst anti-Semitic.4 Rather than emphasizing the spiritual
gulf between Christ and those Jews who heard his parables, it is now increasingly common to emphasize their common Jewishness.
Second, Jews and Christians share the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible in common. Some passages achieve greater significance when read from the perspective of the Holocaust. The Jewish scholar Emil Fackenheim draws attention
to the different reading strategies adopted by Jews and Christians in Jeremiah
31. Citing (the Christian) John Bright’s commentary (1965) as an example, he
notes Bright’s comments on the “new covenant” passage (vv. 31-34), that this is
“one of the profoundest and most moving passages in the entire Bible” (Bright
1965:287). Tellingly, however, Fackenheim asks, “Most moving for whom?”
(Fackenheim 1990:345). The most moving passage in Jeremiah 31 for Jews, according to Fackenheim, is the haunting lament for Rachel’s children, “A voice
is heard in Ramah, lamentation and bitter weeping. Rachel is weeping for her
children; she refuses to be comforted for her children, because they are no
more” (v. 15). These words take on an added dimension when they enter the
gates of Auschwitz. Thus, according to Fackenheim, the Holocaust brings the
weeping of Rachel into greater relief, and Christians need to embrace this in
their reading of Jeremiah 31, rather than ignoring it (as Bright does), or applying it only to Herod’s massacre of the children in Bethlehem. That is, the Holocaust should affect the reading of the text for both Jews and Christians.
So far we have looked at the broad impact of the Holocaust on biblical
hermeneutics. This in itself is significant enough. But a little reflection will
show that an even greater issue is at stake: the relationship between Christian-
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ity and Judaism. In brief, after the Holocaust can Christians still maintain their
traditional doctrine of supercessionism—that the Church has replaced Israel
in God’s purposes? In the contemporary scene, two things are clear: first, the
Holocaust has been a catalyst for the debate on supercessionism (see Sweeney
1998:146-47), and second, this is a live and contentious issue. At the recent
Society of Biblical Literature Conference in Philadelphia, 22 November 2005,
a section was devoted to “Paul and Supercessionism.” The complexity of the
debate was apparent in the discussion between three scholars who presented
divergent assessments of Paul’s stance on this topic. First, that Paul was a supercessionist, but may be forgiven for this since his belief in the imminent parousia
did not give him the luxury of historical perspective available to his detractors.
Second, there are degrees of supercessionism in Paul’s writings—low-, medium-, and high-grade. One cannot generalize from any individual statement,
but all must be read and assessed strictly in context. Third, that Paul was not a
supercessionist at all, and the Church does not supersede Israel. This present
paper is not the place for an extensive debate about the relative worth of these
or other arguments regarding Paul or other New Testament authors. Despite
the triumphant flourish with which scholars announce their mutually exclusive
conclusions, this particular debate has not yet reached any consensus.
Nevertheless, the most radical argument in the debate—that Christian supercessionism must be dropped as an article of faith—is the one inspired most
radically by the Holocaust, for, it is argued, Christian supercessionism ultimately inspired the Holocaust (Bader-Saye 2000:459; Doukhan 2004:11-12).
Indeed, supercessionism is seen by many as the source for all kinds of evil. It
led to willful ignorance of Judaism (van Buren 1979:113), and from ignorance
numerous species of damaging stereotypes emerged. One general and obvious offspring has been anti-Semitism, broadly defined, which has affected the
way in which Christians have read the Bible (Bader-Saye 2000:458-59). For
example, some argue that Christian theologies of the Old Testament (and Old
Testament theology is a peculiarly Christian enterprise), often display an antiJudaic bias. Israelite religion has been frequently presented as defective. The
influential scholar Walther Eichrodt, for example, refers to the “torso-like appearance of Judaism in separation from Christianity.”5
Supercessionism has not only spawned such generally anti-Jewish sentiment, it is held, but is itself more particularly the child of Marcionism. The
second-century theological renegade Marcion held that the Old Testament was
so obviously inferior to the New that the God about whom it witnessed was not
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the One revealed by Jesus Christ. Consequently, all connections with the Old
Testament and Judaism needed to be expunged from the Christian canon. Not
only was the entire Old Testament rejected, but the incipient New Testament
itself was gutted leaving only a small remnant of books uncontaminated by the
inferior religion.6
Those who accept such a line of argument inevitably conclude that the
“supercessionist heresy” was the culprit which produced “Christian imperialism,” and with it the transformation from spiritual Christianity to political
Christendom (Bader-Saye 2000:459-461). Such a result was not the aim of the
Sermon on the Mount. Thus supercessionism and the Christian gospel are incompatible. In fact, it is worse than that—supercessionism denies the very basis
of the Christian gospel and flies in the face of the Scriptural witness. Space does
not allow for an investigation of this claim. But suffice to say, if the Christian
Church as a whole were to accept the view that Scripture itself is non-supercessionist (Doukhan 2004:14-24),7 then we would witness a seismic shift in
Christian thought not seen since the Protestant Reformation.
What would such a scenario look like? Some hold that what are now known
as the “Church” and “Synagogue” would have independent but related roles—a
“God-willed co-existence” (Earley 1981:25). Rather than the former replacing
the latter, the Church would witness to the radically new role Jesus Christ announced for the gentiles in the purposes of God, while the Synagogue would
acknowledge the legitimate call of Jesus of Nazareth to his fellow Jews to return
“to the God who had bound himself to them from the beginning” (van Buren
1979:113). Or, perhaps, simply that in some way Israel “remains indispensable to the divine purpose of mutual blessing among those who are different”
(Washington 2000:138). Some in this camp tend to be clearer on Christianity’s need to renounce its supercessionism than Judaism’s need to recognize the
messiahship of Jesus.8 Others advocate a much more complementary relationship.9 With regard to the relationship between the Old and New Testaments,
there is general agreement that if the Church has not replaced Israel, then the
New Testament has not replaced the Old.10 How these new theological perspectives would actually translate into reality for members of the respective faith
communities continues to be debated. Their radical implications should not be
underestimated.
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The Impact of the Holocaust on Reading the Book of Esther
Having briefly surveyed the way in which the Holocaust has had an impact
on contemporary biblical hermeneutics and interpretation in general, I turn
now more specifically to the book of Esther. Esther is a particularly appropriate
book to investigate. First, it has traditionally received a bad press from Christian (particularly Protestant)11 commentators. Second, its narrative recounts
an attempt to annihilate the Jewish people, which for a contemporary reader
resonates with the Nazi inspired Holocaust. We shall see how reading Esther
in the light of the Holocaust has produced a reappraisal of the book, especially
by Christians.
In the history of interpretation Christian disapproval of Esther is not hard
to find.12 There have been three main objections. First, the very “Jewishness”
of the book was a stumbling block for some. For example, Mordecai is named
throughout as “Mordecai the Jew,” the only individual in the Old Testament
to be so identified (Weiland 2002:432). In the absence of any explicit religious
interest in the book, the emphasis falls not on Judaism, but simply on ethnic
identity. And the fate that awaits Jews in the book of Esther is based on their
ethnicity, not on their faithful religious practice. So, as one Christian commentator argued, one can understand why the Persian authorities agreed to Jewish
annihilation:
Now the Jewish people have always developed the faculty of making themselves well hated. Through all their history they have stood in the way of others—strong, pushing, willful, obstinate, and selfish. They are successful merchants in the race of life. They have their own customs and they go their own
way (Cumming 1907:174).
This perceived Jewishness of the book gave grounds for the second main
objection—nationalism. This may have been Luther’s problem with the book,
who famously said, “I am so hostile to this book (2 Maccabees) and Esther
that I could wish that they did not exist at all; for they judaize too greatly and
have much pagan impropriety” (Craig 1995:42). Luther has had numerous disciples.13 Adeney’s comment is typical of those Christian commentators who
found the book spiritually wanting on account of its perceived naked nationalism.
It must be admitted that we have a composition on a lower plane than that
of the prophetic and priestly histories of Israel. The theory that all parts of
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the Bible are inspired with an equal measure of the Divine Spirit halts at this
point.
It is plain that the Book of Esther was valued on national rather than on
religious grounds. The book, then, “is mainly patriotic rather than religious; its
purpose is to stir the soul of national enthusiasm through the long ages of the
oppression of Israel” (Adeney 1893:355-56).
Objections that Esther was narrowly Jewish rather than universal, and nationalistic rather than spiritual, led inevitably to the third and most significant Christian problem with the book: it was ethically bankrupt. For example,
questions regarding Queen Esther’s dubious sexual conduct have been raised.14
However, these pale into insignificance in comparison with her alleged bloodthirsty vindictiveness in meting out revenge not only on the family of Haman
but also on Persians in general (e.g., Esth 9:13-15). Such actions were judged to
“represent a woeful perverted understanding of the purposes of God” (Knight
1955:15), presented “a tone of heartless cruelty . . . foreign to the patience and
gentleness inculcated by our Lord” (Adeney 1893:358), narrated by an author
who “gloats over the . . . cruelty of Mordecai and Esther” (Davies n.d.:293).
Consequently, some concluded that the book had no place in the canon (Paton
1908:97; Davies n.d.:293). The best that Christian apologists offered to redeem
the book was to suggest that it comes from the pre-Christian period and reflects sub-Christian ethics, and it would be unfair to judge it by the lofty ideals
of the New Testament (Cassel 1888:xvi; Knight 1955:15).
To balance this picture of Christian opposition, we should note that it was
not only Christians who found ethical problems in Esther. Both before and
after the Holocaust, some Jews voiced objections to the place of the book in the
canon, and to the celebration of Purim.15 Conversely, the book and the character of Esther were held in high regard in some Christian circles. Among the
early Church fathers there was great appreciation, though usually based on the
Greek text with pious additions, rather than the Hebrew. (See catalog of witnesses by Cassel 1888:xxviii.) There are numerous examples from later periods
(xxiii-xxxii). What is more, the first extant Christian commentary on Esther by
Rhabanus Maurus, though not written until the ninth century, equates Esther
with the Church (and Ahasuerus with Christ!). The visual art of the mediaeval
period indicates this was a common view, for there are numerous examples of
Queen Esther represented as the “host of the messianic banquet” and the “queen
of heaven”—a type of the Virgin Mary (Bechtel 2002:16; Knight 1955:14-15).
Closer to our time, Wilhelm Vischer wrote a remarkable Christological com-
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mentary on Esther in Germany during the Nazi period (1937). While his bravery is universally acknowledged, his hermeneutics have been followed by very
few (Childs 1979:602). Paradoxically, his attempt to bring Christians and Jews
together has been dismissed by some Jewish scholars as offensive, not to say
anti-Semitic.16 Taken as a whole, therefore, while there is evidence for negative
Jewish appraisals and positive Christian ones, the history of the interpretation
of Esther tends to show the inverse of that.
In recent years there has been a radical change in the way in which the Bible
in general has been interpreted in scholarly circles. The historical-critical method, though still practiced, no longer reigns supreme. New literary (e.g., Goldman 1990:15-31; Fox 2001; Berlin 2001:3-14; Johnston 2003:380-406; Huey
1990:36-39) and ideological (e.g., Costas 1988:66-78; Brenner 1995; Fewell
1987:77-87; Beal 1997; Klein 2003; Craghan 1982:11-19) approaches, to name
just two broad areas, have been utilized in reading Esther, not all of which have
been influenced by the Holocaust. Nevertheless, the Holocaust has produced
a noticeable increase in appreciation for the book across the methodological
spectrum. The “strangeness” of Esther is now more understandable when seen
through the prism of Auschwitz (Fackenheim 1990:11-19). Christians are now
increasingly willing to accept (some) responsibility for the Holocaust, and in
doing so, the narrative of attempted genocide in Esther speaks to them as never
before.17 Christians are now co-participants with Jews in reading the book.
If looking again at the three themes in Esther which were historically most
problematic for Christian readers, major shifts of opinion can be observed concerning all three. The first of these is the “strident Jewishness” of the book.
The Holocaust forced an acknowledgement of the evils of anti-Semitism from
those who were themselves not victims. What once appeared to be exclusivism
on the part of Jews is now understood to be a necessary and proper strategy to
maintain identity in adverse circumstances. Thus the Jewishness of the book of
Esther is now less of a problem and becomes something to admire, even being
exemplary for readers. What is more, previous difficulties some Christians had
with identifying with (the Jewish) Esther and Mordecai have been overcome by
adopting a different reading strategy: identifying with Haman and Ahasuerus.
The book now provides an invitation to gentile readers to see themselves in the
book’s villains rather than its heroes (Webb 1993:32; Webb 2000:130).
On the second issue of nationalism, this too has been rehabilitated. Rather
than the book itself, it is now the book’s previous detractors who are criticized—
for being too narrow and unimaginative in their reading. The Jews, so some
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now argue, utilize humor as a mechanism to cope with persecution (Johnson
1983), and Esther is yet one more example. Failure to recognize this trait, with
its obligatory use of hyperbole, meant readers misread over-stated humor as
advocacy of cruelty and nationalism (Jones 1977:171). And in any case, what
kind of nationalism is it that depicts the two major positive characters in the
book, Esther and Mordecai, collaborating with the dominant power?18 The previous accusations against the book accused it of presenting a secular nationalism, unrelieved by any appeal to spirituality or concept of divine election. Yet,
most now accept that “secular nationalism” was unknown in the ancient world,
and thus to accuse Esther of exhibiting it is anachronistic (Rodriguez 1995:84;
Levenson 1997:17; Fox 2001:236).
Given that the traditional problems of “Jewishness” and “nationalism” in the
book have now been transformed by some scholars into “affirming identity in
crisis” and “Semitic hyperbole” respectively, it should come as no surprise that
the overriding ethical stance of the book is now viewed in a radically different
way. There is an increasing convergence of thought on this between Jews and
Christians. For example, the Jewish scholar Marvin Sweeney argues that the
extreme circumstance of genocide that confronts the Jews in the book, where
they must act on their own behalf since God never intervenes, and where their
actions are self-defense against “the enemies of the Jews,” effectively neutralizes
the usual ethical objections to the book. “With these considerations in mind,
the charges against the Jews made by theological interpreters of Esther ring
very hollow, especially in light of contemporary discussion concerning attempts
to blame the victims of crime: “she asked for it”; “they deserved it” (Sweeney
1998:153). Regardless of whether God is present or absent, Sweeney adds, human beings must counter evil. “This is a lesson not to be lost either by Jews or
by Christians, particularly in light of the Shoah” (158). In a similar vein, the
Adventist scholar Angel Rodriguez argues that the ethical problems traditionally paraded by the book’s detractors do not bear much weight when closely
examined. “These elements, when taken together, show quite clearly that the
book is not promoting hatred and vengeance against non-Jews” (1995:15).
Whether stated explicitly or not, it appears that the horrors of the Holocaust itself, as well as the issue of bringing its perpetrators to justice in the decades following, has raised ethical issues for the interpretation of Esther which
previous generations simply never considered. The book no longer seems so
strange. “Recent scholarship has been free of the attitudes that tainted much of
Esther scholarship in earlier years: contempt for the book and hostility toward
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the people whose salvation it recounts” (Fox 2001:303). To be sure, not every
contemporary interpreter finds Esther congenial.19 But a conspicuous shift of
appreciation is apparent, and a major contributing factor has been the Holocaust.

Implications for Seventh-day Adventist Reading of the Bible
Developments in biblical interpretation since the Holocaust cannot be ignored by contemporary Seventh-day Adventism. The main question to address
in this section is how Seventh-day Adventism should relate to these developments, and the implications for Adventist-Jewish relations.
As has been seen, the Holocaust has made a major impact on the doctrine
of supercessionism. It is obvious to any reader of Adventist authors—academic, devotional, or evangelistic—that we have been firmly in the supercessionist camp. A brief account of two influential works will set out the “standard”
position. The Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary is unequivocal: When
the Jewish leaders rejected Christ they were acting as “agents of Satan” and
they cancelled the special status that Israel once had in God’s purposes. “With
the crucifixion of Christ they forever forfeited their special position as God’s
chosen people” (1955:33).20 This divine rejection of Israel had been predicted
by Jesus himself in Matthew 21 in his parable of the vineyard. Thus there was a
transition from literal Israel (the Jews) to spiritual Israel (the Church), set out
in detail in Rom 9-11. “Paul . . . makes it plain that the Christian church has
replaced the Hebrew nation in the divine plan” (SDABC 1955:35). This does
not mean that individual Jews cannot find salvation. They clearly may. But the
Jews, as a people, no longer have any salvific role in the world. “When the Jews
rejected Christ as the Messiah, God in turn rejected them and commissioned
the Christian church as his chosen instrument for the salvation of the world”
(36). In making these claims The Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary was
not breaking new ground, but simply rehearsing the long-held consensus of
Adventist thought.
This essential argument is presented in a more detailed and sophisticated
form by Hans LaRondelle in his influential polemic against dispensationalism, The Israel of God in Prophecy: Principles of Prophetic Interpretation. By
ordaining twelve apostles, LaRondelle argues, Christ inaugurated the Christian
Church as the new Israel. This was confirmed by Christ’s solemn words in Matt
21:43 which implied “that Israel would no longer be the people of God and
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would be replaced by a people that would accept the Messiah and His message of the kingdom of God” (LaRondelle 1983:101). The theocracy is removed
from Israel and she receives the covenant curses (102-103). There can be no
place for the dispensationalist views of the current or future role of Israel, for
since Pentecost all the Old Testament prophecies concerning the remnant
of Israel have received their actual fulfillment in the formation of the apostolic Church” (105). What is more, in Gal 4:21-23 Paul equates the nation
of Israel with Ishmael, “who was totally disinherited because he persecuted
Isaac” (108-109).

These are the theological principles, therefore, guiding Adventist interpretation of the Bible in general, and of prophecy in particular. An especially
instructive passage to consider in this context is the prophecy of the seventy
weeks (Dan 9:24-27). This begins with the enigmatic words, “Seventy weeks
are decreed for your people and your holy city: to finish the transgression, to
put an end to sin, and to atone for iniquity…” (NRSV). From a purely exegetical point of view, this statement could bear more than one sense, depending
on the connotation applied to key words such as “decreed,” “finish,” or “atone.”
However, read with the presuppositions of supercessionism, generations of Adventist commentators have been clear on its meaning. The following quotations
chosen from the past century of Adventist interpretation demonstrate unanimity over supercessionism, frequently expressed as the consequences of Jewish
sinfulness coming to their climax (emphasis has been supplied).
(1885) Seventy weeks, then, or 490 days of the 2300, were cut off upon,
or allotted to Jerusalem and the Jews; and the events which were to be
consummated within that period are briefly stated. The transgression was
to be finished. That is, the Jewish people were to fill up the cup of their
iniquity; which they did in the rejection and crucifixion of Christ (Smith
1885:241-241).
(1908) Here is given the exact date for the beginning of the work of Christ;

the time allotted Israel as a nation for repentance, the time when type
would meet antitype in all sacrificial offerings; the period when probation
would end for the Hebrew race, and everlasting righteousness would be
preached to the world at large (Haskell 1908:141-42).
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(1955) When the probationary period of 490 years ended, the nation was

still obdurate and impenitent, and as a result forfeited its privileged role
as His representative on earth. . . . They forfeited God’s blessing because
of failure to fulfill His purpose in making them His chosen people, and
thus brought ruin upon themselves (White 1923:284, 290; White 1943:705;
SDABC 1955:32).

(1955) To finish transgression, and to make an end of sins. This means
the filling up of their cup of iniquity by the Jewish nation. R. H. Charles
translates it: “To complete the transgression and bring sins to the full.” This
the Jewish nation did when they rejected and crucified their Messiah (Price
1955:232).
(1996) When Stephen died [marking the end of the seventy weeks], the

last prophetic voice had spoken to Israel as the elect people of God. . . . The
prophets who followed Stephen were prophets to the Christian church, not
to the nation of Israel. A profound shift had taken place from prophecy
directed to national Israel to prophecy directed to the Christian church.
“Vision and prophet” had been sealed up to “your people and your holy
city” (Dan 9:24) (author’s emphasis) (Shea 1996:59).

(1997) The Jews will have opportunity to fill up the cup of their iniquity,
climaxing thousands of years of rebellion by their murder of the Son of
God. But his death will not only complete their full measure of “transgressions,” it will “make an end of sins and make reconciliation for iniquity”
and “bring in everlasting righteousness” (Wieland 1997:113-14).

These examples make abundantly clear that Adventist interpretation of this
prophecy has been based on supercessionist presuppositions. Not only that,
but in the history of Adventist interpretation this prophecy has been inextricably linked with that of the 2,300 “days” of Dan 8:14. This latter prophecy incontestably lies at the heart of Seventh-day Adventist self-identity, and as often
stated, is Seventh-day Adventism’s unique contribution to Christian theology.
To discover supercessionism in Adventist interpretation of these prophecies
demonstrates unambiguously that supercessionism lies at the heart of Seventhday Adventism.
On this particular point, therefore, Adventism stands in contrast to the anti-supercessionist trend in contemporary Christian interpretation of the Bible.
This tension, in itself, should not necessarily be a concern, for the history of
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Adventist apologetics has shown a willingness to defend unpopular positions.
And it would be an exaggeration to say that the Christian churches are uniformly moving in one direction. But perhaps the Holocaust should give Adventists food for thought. Have we simply absorbed the presuppositions of our
general Christian culture without submitting our position to rigorous biblical
and theological scrutiny?
One prominent Adventist theologian who argues that Adventists should
reject supercessionism is Jacques Doukhan. There is space here only to summarize some of his major points and to make brief observations. He criticizes
Adventist theological attitudes to Israel for assuming supercessionism without
adequate exegetical foundation. Many Adventist presentations have been written as polemics against dispensationalism, and may well have thrown out the
baby with the bath water. It is also inconsistent, he argues, for Adventists to
claim that the Church has replaced Israel, while at the same time claiming the
apostasy of much of the Church, resulting in a spiritual Babylon (Doukhan
2004:8-9). What is more, many of the biblical passages routinely paraded as
teaching supercessionism (e.g., Matt 21:33-46; 1 Pet 2:9; Gal 6:16; Rom 11), do
nothing of the kind (14-35). And when the prophecy of the seventy weeks is
investigated in detail, there is no exegetical warrant for seeing it as referring to
God’s punishment of the Jews, the termination of their covenant relationship
with God, an ultimatum for repentance, etc. (Doukhan 2000:150-51). In short,
supercessionism has been read into rather than out of the text. As the conclusion of a detailed argument he posits that “the imperative and primary vocation
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church should be to work toward reconciliation
between the church and Israel” (Doukhan 2004:89).
Within the Adventist tradition these are radical suggestions. For example,
it would seem to me that most Adventists would never have seen producing
reconciliation between Christianity and Judaism as part of the Adventist mission at all, let alone suggesting it is our “primary vocation,” as Doukhan does.
Also, rather than supercessionism being at odds with Adventist ecclesiology, it
could be argued that it is a necessary assumption. That is, while the concept of
the “remnant church” has been interpreted in more than one way by Adventists, in what sense can Adventism be a (or the) remnant if Israel continues in
covenant relationship with God? Such a situation would surely require major
modifications to the Adventist position. These brief responses are not intended
to dismiss Doukhan’s thesis, but merely to indicate that an issue as important as
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this requires careful and deep consideration by the Church. Doukhan is to be
congratulated for bringing these issues to the church’s attention.
Inevitably, in the debate that this issue warrants, the writings of Ellen White
will be prominent. A survey of her writings reveals that she frequently refers
to the ways in which the Jews of Christ’s time, particularly the leaders, rejected
him (for a discussion of relevant passages see Doukhan 2004:117-127). Significantly, she is more reluctant than some other Adventist authors to press the
supercessionist agenda that God rejected the Jews. However, there are some
exceptions. Consider the following (emphasis supplied):
Christ would have averted the doom of the Jewish nation if the people
had received Him. But envy and jealousy made them implacable. They
determined that they would not receive Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah.
They rejected the Light of the world, and thenceforth their lives were surrounded with darkness as the darkness of midnight. The doom foretold
came upon the Jewish nation. Jerusalem was destroyed, the temple laid
in ruins, and its site plowed like a field. As a people the Jews had failed
of fulfilling God’s purpose, and the vineyard was taken from them. The
privileges they had abused, the work they had slighted, was entrusted to
others (White 1900:295-96).
When Caiaphas rent his garment, his act was significant of the place that
the Jewish nation as a nation would thereafter occupy toward God. The
once favored people of God were separating themselves from Him, and
were fast becoming a people disowned by Jehovah. When Christ upon
the cross cried out, “It is finished” (John 19:30), and the veil of the temple
was rent in twain, the Holy Watcher declared that the Jewish people had
rejected Him who was the antitype of all their types, the substance of all
their shadows. Israel was divorced from God. Well might Caiaphas then
rend his official robes, which signified that he claimed to be a representative of the great High Priest; for no longer had they any meaning for him
or for the people. Well might the high priest rend his robes in horror for
himself and for the nation (White 1899:709).

I am sympathetic to the view that Ellen White’s negative comments refer only
to the Jewish leaders and not to the nation as a whole (as argued by Doukhan
2004:117-27), and I acknowledge that that is usually the case. However, statements such as those quoted above are not easily accommodated to that view.
Putting it candidly, if anyone other than Ellen White referred to the Jews “as a
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people” failing, the vineyard being taken from them, and their privileges being
“entrusted to others,” would we doubt the supercessionism of the statements? If
the Jews are “the once favored people of God,” can they be favored any longer?
If Israel is “divorced from God,” can its union with him still be intact? And if a
distinction is made between the high priest and the nation (“for himself and for
the nation”), can “nation” and “leadership” be synonymous in this context?
In recent years Adventist appreciation of the role and prophetic gift of Ellen
White has matured. We are increasingly willing to read her in her historical
context and, in theory at least, to acknowledge the primacy of Scripture. If the
Holocaust forces us to read the Bible and Church history with new eyes, then
no less should be expected of our reading of Ellen White. In fact, one might
well ask, Would Ellen White have said the same things in the same way if she
had lived on this side of Auschwitz?

Conclusion
The Bible has not changed since the Holocaust, but the Holocaust has
changed how it is read. The potential of the Holocaust for changing ways of
reading the Bible is exemplified in recent interpretations of the book of Esther.
Here the willingness of Christian exegetes to reverse the trend of centuries is
nothing short of remarkable. However, the Holocaust has implications for Seventh-day Adventist biblical interpretation, no less than for other Christians. In
fact, in some ways those challenges may be greater for Adventists. In the field of
biblical hermeneutics reference is often made to the “hermeneutical triangle.”
That is, in the reading of any text there are three inter-related elements: author, text, and reader. In practice, however, few have achieved a perfect balance
between these three; most have not even attempted to. One or other of these
elements has been emphasized, and the others largely ignored. The history of
Seventh-day Adventist biblical interpretation has shown a decided emphasis
on the text, with some attention to the author, but very little account of the
reader.21 The impact of the Holocaust might cause some reappraisal of this position. The way the Bible is read changes as its readers change. And (some of)
the reading of the Bible that gets done after the Holocaust is done by read-
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ers who have been changed by the Holocaust. If Adventist readers are among
them, then Adventist understanding of the Bible might well change.22
Without doubt, the greatest challenge for Adventism that emerges from the
Holocaust concerns its traditional supercessionist reading of the Bible. There
are voices in contemporary Adventism advocating a radical shift from that
position, on the grounds that it has support from neither the Bible nor Ellen
White. Other voices hold to the opposite opinion. Such a difference of opinion
is of more than academic interest, for it throws into stark relief the nature of
Adventist-Jewish relations, the church’s self-identity, and its mission. Specific
questions include the following: First, exegetical: What does the Bible actually
say about the relationship between Israel and the Church? Is it possible for
the Adventist Church to have been wrong on such a key issue? Second, ecclesiological: Does the current self-identity of the Seventh-day Adventist Church
require maintaining a supercessionist perspective, or is that an accident of history, a theological fossil inherited unquestioningly from our Christian forebears? Conversely, would a non-supercessionist reading of Scripture require
a reassessment of Adventist self-identity?23 Third, missiological: Does the Adventist Church have a mission to Jews, and if so, what is it?
The best theology always takes place in a concrete historical and social context, where biblical interpretation, theological construction, and missionary
outreach inform each other. The Holocaust provides Adventism with the opportunity to engage in significant reflection in all these areas. If it does so, then
the conclusions it comes to could have a very significant impact on AdventistJewish relations.
Notes
1

Note, however, an extreme example of Nazi appropriation of Christian anti-Semitism (or, Christian appropriation of Nazi ideology), “Walter Grundmann, a New Testament scholar at the University of Jena, and other members of the Institute for the Study
of Jewish Influence on German Religious Life, . . . maintained that Jesus was not a Jew,
but rather an Aryan bent on the destruction of Judaism” (Astell 2002:183).
2
The following statement is representative. “There can be no doubt about it. Christianity’s anti-Jewish elements provided essential background preparation, and motivation for the Holocaust that happened when Germans and their collaborators carried
out the ‘Final Solution’ of the so-called Jewish question” (Roth 2000:7). See also Oldenhage 1997:228; Sweeney 1998:146-47.
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3

In this context we might note the landmark study (Sanders 1997). This highly influential work is seen by many as demolishing the traditional Protestant consensus that
first-century Judaism was a legalistic, works dominated religion. Whether one agrees
or disagrees with Sanders, one cannot ignore his influence on modern New Testament
scholarship.
4
That Jeremias could work on the manuscript of a book, which harbored such attitudes to Judaism, during the last part of the World War II, has troubled at least one
recent author (see Oldenhage 1997:228-30).
5
Cited in Harold C. Washington. Washington also cites the opinion of Julius
Wellhausen, that for Christian theology Judaism is “a mere empty chasm over which
one springs from the Old Testament to the New” (2000:137).
6
According to Astell, Dietrich Bonhoeffer moved away from a supercessionist
approach to Judaism, partly as a reaction against the Marcionism pressed upon German
theologians by the Nazi regime (2002:187). Doukhan states, “The old Marcionite idea
that the New Testament had replaced the Old Testament as Holy Scripture–and by
implication the teaching of supercessionist theologies–has been denounced as perhaps
the most important determining factor in the teaching of anti-Semitism which
ultimately led to Auschwitz” (2001:684).
7
See Doukhan for a brief survey of significant texts, with suggestive proposals for
reading from a non-supercessionist perspective (2004:14-24).
8
For example, Earley discusses Paul van Buren’s position that “Jesus is no longer
considered Israel’s Messiah, but rather the Christ of the church, that is, the Jew through
whom God has chosen to be revealed to the Gentiles, making available to them, through
Jesus, participation in the one unending covenant with God’s people, the Jews” (Earley
1981:27).
9
E.g., Jacques B. Doukhan sets out a number of areas in which the Church and
Israel need each other. For example, he argues that the Church needs Israel in order
to rediscover the importance of studying Scripture for its own sake, to ‘rethink the
theology of the law’, to experience the pain of anti-Semitism, etc. Israel needs the Church
in order to discover the New Testament, appreciate more incarnational theology, learn
more about Jesus, etc. “Both witnesses, Israel and the church, are needed–not only
because they confirm each other’s truth, but also because each one brings a truth, a
dimension, that is ignored or simply rejected by the other. They need each other; they
are complementary” (2002:97).
10
E.g., Fackenheim 1990:344. McDaniel is an example of a Christian scholar who
actually inverts the traditional relative authority of the testaments by advocating that the
New Testament is subject to the authority of the Old Testament (McDaniel 1979:126).
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11

The antipathy of many Protestant commentators to Esther was traditionally
related in some degree to the fact that the Protestant canon recognized the Hebrew
version of Esther, in which neither God nor Jewish religious practices are ever explicitly
mentioned. By contrast, the Catholic canon includes the Additions to Esther found in
the Greek Old Testament, which includes the name of God and numerous explicitly
religious acts such as prayer.
12
For example, Huey Jr. provides a catalogue of negative assessments (1990:36),
including the following. ‘“It stands further from the spirit of the Old Testament revelation
and the Gospels than any other book in the Old Testament”’ (Berteau 1862:287). ‘“There
is not one noble character in this book”’ (Paton 1908:96). ‘“From the moral point of
view the book has little to commend it to civilized persons”’ (Pfeiffer 1941:747). ‘“The
book is inspired by a fierce nationalism and an unblushing vindictiveness”’ (Anderson
1950:32), etc.
13
E.g., B. W. Anderson, “The story unveils the dark passions of the human heart:
envy, hatred, fear, anger, vindictiveness, pride, all of which are fused into an intense
nationalism. A more human book has never been written” (1950:39).
14
See David Beller 1997:3, for a discussion of this and other problems.
15
“The true reasons why we cannot regard the book of Esther as divine or inspired
are, first, because of the spirit of cruelty and of revenge, so that it is not too strong
to say with Dr. Adeney that ‘its last pages reek with blood’; and, secondly, because
there is little compensation for this grave defect in any grandeur or beauty of teaching
elsewhere” (Montefiore 1980:168). “[The Purim] festival and the book are unworthy of
a people which is disposed to bring about its national and moral regeneration under
prodigious sacrifice” (Ben-Chorin 1938). “[I] should not be grieved if the Book of
Esther were somehow dropped out of Scripture” (Sandmel 1972). The last two sources
cited in Craig 1995:42.
16
Because Vischer sees the answer to the tension between the Jews and Christians as
the crucifixion of Jesus, which establishes peace between the two groups, J. D. Levenson
concludes, “As historical theology, Vischer’s approach is unacceptable because it makes
Esther theologically palatable only by recommending the demise of its author’s faith”
(1976:441).
17
“When a Christian congregation responds to a reading from Esther with [Psalm
124], we are doing more than celebrating someone else’s deliverance–we are celebrating
our own. . . . In a world familiar with the Holocaust (not to mention newscasts full
of stories about contemporary genocides), we dare not ignore Haman’s modern
manifestations (even in ourselves) nor neglect to celebrate God’s victory over them”
(Bechtel 2002:19).
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18

“It is a strange nationalism which advocates cooperation with a foreign monarch
rather than secession from his control. . . . Can there be a nationalism where there is no
nation-state even as a still unrealized ideal?” (Levenson 1997:444).
19
For example, Mosala criticizes the book for its presentation of women as passive
and acceptance of the imperialistic status quo. “South African women cannot consent to
the claim that such a biblical text supports them in their struggle” (Mosala 1992:129).
20
The anonymous author of this particular article (Seventh-day Adventist Bible
Commentary 1955:33) wrote with equal clarity a few years later: “That very day they
were, in fact, filling the nation’s cup of guilt to the brim. . . . That fateful day the leaders
of Israel refused God’s last solemn appeal to cooperate with his glorious purpose for
their nation. . . . In effect, and in their official capacity, the leaders had renounced
their allegiance to God and repudiated Him, and He in turn reluctantly abandoned
the nation to the fate it had chosen. Their rejection of Jesus meant the permanent,
irrevocable cancellation of Israel’s special standing before God as a nation under the
covenant relationship. Set of sun that day marked also the eternal sunset of divine
grace” (Cottrell 1963:180).
21
Witness the well-known and occasionally acrimonious debates about the relative
worth of the ‘historical-critical’ and ‘historical-grammatical’ methods.
22
See, for example, the recent official statement by the Seventh-day Adventist Church
in Germany and Austria, May 2005, “Erklärung der Siebenten-tags-adventisten in
Deutschland und Österreich zum 60. Jahrestag der Beendigung des zweiten Weltkriegs
am 8. Mai 1945,” Advent Echohttp://www.advent-verlag.de/adventecho/neu/AE-200505-07-Erkl-E4rung-20der-20STA.pdf (accessed 06/01/2006).
23
Some aspects of Adventist ecclesiology create a problem in this context. Take,
for example, the attitude of the church to the ecumenical movement, and in particular
the World Council of Churches. For various reasons we have not felt free to be active
participants in an organization whose aims include that of fostering reconciliation
between the denominations of Christianity. If we cannot participate in that, is it likely
that we will be active in healing the breach with Judaism?
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As participants in “Comfort, Comfort My People,” an Adventist-Jewish
Friendship Conference, meeting in Jerusalem, Israel, 6-12 February 2006, we
give our assent to the following consensus statement.
1. We affirm the words of the prophet Isaiah, taken as the title of this conference, intending them to express our positive attitude towards the Jewish
people, acknowledging the need for healing in our relationship, and affirming
our conviction that they occupy a unique place in God’s purposes.
2. We as Seventh-day Adventists have much for which to repent in how we
have related to Jews. Anti-Judaism and even anti-Semitism, rather than true
brotherhood and acknowledgment of commonly held spiritual truths, have too
often characterized our relationships. For this we ask forgiveness from those
Jews affected by our actions.
3. We have been reminded at this conference of the richness of our Jewish
heritage in areas as diverse as lifestyle, Sabbath, worship, and common hope,
to name but a few. We have much more to learn from Judaism about how to
deepen our faith and become better Seventh-day Adventists.
4. We affirm our common heritage with Judaism, acknowledge our indebtedness to it, and aspire to relate to Jews in love and openness.
5. We affirm that among Christians, Seventh-day Adventists have a unique
relationship to the Jewish people. We share common truths, such as the significance of the Hebrew Scriptures for our spiritual nurture, and of biblical law for
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our ethical instruction. In particular, we note the significance of the Sabbath
for both groups. Further, our unique relationship is grounded in the conviction
that the Jews occupy an unparalleled place in the divine-human relationship,
a point affirmed by the New Testament in its referring to them as ‘His people’
(e.g., Rom 11:1-2).
6. We wish to encourage the world-wide Seventh-day Adventist Church to
explore the exegetical and theological foundations for the relationship between
Christianity in general and Adventism in particular on the one hand, and Judaism on the other. This should be done in depth, as a matter of urgency, and in a
spirit of unity. In particular, to address the traditional Adventist interpretation
of Daniel 9:24-27; to study comprehensively Ellen White’s statements concerning the place and role of Israel in God’s salvation-history; and to investigate the
potential impact of the Holocaust on Adventist biblical hermeneutics. Further,
to investigate with an attitude of openness, how such study might influence
future formulations of the Adventist relationship to Judaism.
7. We acknowledge that our aims cannot be achieved through theological
discussion alone. Therefore, we wish to encourage initiatives that will enhance
dialogue, friendship, and mutual respect for each other’s traditions.
8. We contemplate the future hoping for a willingness to learn from each
other, anticipating a celebration of our common heritage, which will lead to our
mutual spiritual enrichment, while honoring the God whom we both serve.
Accepted by the participants to the
Adventist Jewish Friendship Conference,
on Shabbat February 11, 2006.
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