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Introduction:  Should Y’shua apologize for the Shoah?

Some years ago, I spoke with an older Christian woman who told me that she would never tell Jewish people the message of the gospel. When I asked her why not, she explained, ”In light of all that’s happened to your people in the name of Jesus, I would never offend them by telling them about the Lord.”  


What would you say instead?” I asked.


“As a Christian, I’d apologize to them.”


“For…?” I prompted.


She scowled at me as if to say, Don’t you know your own history?  ”For the Crusades,” she said.  “For the Inquisition, for the Pogroms, and especially for the Holocaust.”


“Did you support the Holocaust?” I asked.


“No,” she protested, apparently aghast at the notion that I would even ask so vile a question.


“Did Jesus support the Holocaust?”


Again, she answered ”No.”


“Then why would you apologize for something that neither you nor Jesus supported?”


She was clearly impatient with my inability to grasp the obvious.  “Because your people think that Jesus supported the Holocaust.”


“Yes, many of us do,” I agreed.  “And your silence after the apology in His name let’s us continue believing that lie.  You know, after any repentance or apology, it would be better if you told us about the real Jesus, and explained His gospel to us,”

The memory of the Holocaust clearly influenced this woman’s opinion on the question of bringing the gospel to us Jews.  And so, I’d like to ask, what impact does the Holocaust have upon the cause of Jewish evangelism in Germany today?  More specifically: How does the horror of the Holocaust affect the activity of Jewish evangelism? How does it affect our people’s receptivity to the gospel message?  How does it affect the endorsement and participation of German Christians?  What theological shifts has the Holocaust brought about in parts of the German church? 

First…

How does the Holocaust affect the activity of Jewish Evangelism in Germany today?  

The remembrance of the Nazi regime is always present, from the documentaries on television, to the yearly observance of the Holocaust Remembrance Day, to the brass plaques in the sidewalks, noting the places where Jewish people once lived.  But must the shadow of the Holocaust negatively impact the activity of Jewish evangelism in Germany today? The answer is actually no.  Let me clarify the question, however, or else the answer won’t make sense.  I’m speaking purely of the activity of bringing the message of the gospel to our Jewish people so that they may respond or react.  I am not speaking of the receptivity itself (which I’ll address below) nor of the results; just the activity.  So, must the shadow of the Holocaust impede the proclamation of the Good News to our people in Germany?  No, that needn’t be the case.

At present, there are at least 56 workers engaged in the field of Jewish evangelism in Germany, representing the following mission agencies:  AMZI; Beit Sar Shalom: Evangeliumsdienst für Israel; Juden für Jesus; Licht im Osten, and Operation Mobilization.  In addition to these mission workers,  no less than 40 messianic congregations, Shabbat meetings and Bible study groups of various strengths point to the facts that Jewish people are coming to faith in Germany, and that German believers are standing with them.  We have no way of knowing precisely how many individual German believers are actively engaged in witnessing to Jewish relatives, friends, acquaintances, colleagues and classmates, nor do we know the number of Jewish believers who are living out an active faith within traditional State and Free church congregations.  But Jewish believers are to be found throughout the wider body of Messiah in Germany, allowing for a testimony to go forth both from Jewish and German lips and lives.

As in other countries, professional missionaries and ministers along with laymen direct a variety of evangelistic activities toward our people.  These activities include, but are not limited to: congregational services and other public meetings; personal evangelism; street evangelism; child evangelism; youth camps; web and internet evangelism; telephone and door-to-door canvassing; tract distribution; literature production; and more.  The point is not that more activity is taking place in Germany than in other countries.  Rather, the point is that the shadow of the Holocaust does not automatically limit what we may choose to do.  Two further facts underscore this point.  

First, there are no laws directed specifically against Jewish evangelistic activity in Germany.  Anti-Semitism is illegal, yes.  And even though opponents falsely brand Jewish evangelism as anti-Semitic, there are currently no laws that specifically seek to curtail Jewish evangelistic activity on the grounds that such activity is hateful or harmful to our people.

New legislation has significantly limited Jewish immigration to Germany from the former USSR, and we could argue that these legal measures have negatively impacted the activity of Jewish evangelism by restricting the entry of those Jewish people who have proven to be most responsive to our message.  We could also argue that the new legislation negatively impacts the activity of Jewish evangelism by causing the closing of dormitories where Jewish arrivals have shown themselves very open to talk.  But these laws are not laws against Jewish evangelism.  In short, there are no laws that limit the activity of Jewish evangelism any more than any other form of Christian evangelism, Jewish proselytism, or Muslim missionary work.

Secondly, no organized anti-missionary work currently exists in Germany that might impede the activity of bringing the Gospel to our people. Numerous websites exist, and articles “alerting” the Jewish community to the dangers of missionary activity appear periodically in both Russian and German language Jewish newspapers.  Furthermore, it’s “understood” among Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union that any involvement with messianic groups will incur the disfavor of the Jewish organizations that have sponsored them and that regularly assist them with material aid.  But no systematic opposition from anti-missionary groups in Germany presently impedes the proclamation of the gospel to our fellow Jews. 

But what about the question of response?  Or…

How does the shadow of the Holocaust affect our people’s receptivity to the gospel message?  

Today, the Jewish population of Germany consists of three broadly defined cultural groups:  31,0000 “German” Jews, which include a diminishing number of Holocaust survivors along with their children and grandchildren; Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants with their families, consisting of 230,000 people or more; and within that second group, a newly maturing generation of Jewish men and women who were born in the former USSR but who have grown up predominantly in Germany.  How does the shadow of the Holocaust affect the response of these groups of people to the Good News?

Regarding “German Jews”

There are at least two ways in which the Holocaust impacts the receptivity of what we might call “German-born” Jews.  First, there is the issue of social insulation or isolation. From the rest of the German people.  Following the war, this insulation wasn’t limited just to a distance from the German population.  In the late forties and fifties, many Jewish survivors had to deal with a cultural stigma attached to them by their fellow Jews for choosing to remain in Germany rather than making aliyah.  Though the stigma attached by fellow Jews has lessened, the sense of isolation from the German community remains.  In fact, you could say that it has even increased in recent years, due to fears of rising anti-Semitism from German neo-Nazis and from Germany’s large Muslim population.  Not long ago, Daniel Alter, the first rabbi to be ordained in Germany since the end of the war commented in a Reuters news service interview that he chooses to wear a baseball cap over his kippah whenever he ventures out onto the streets for fear of revealing openly that he’s a Jew.  Today, German police regularly stand guard outside synagogues, memorials, museums and other Jewish sites.  This ever-present stationing of police, even in the name of protection, reinforces the fact that we Jews are a very separated people within Germany.  The stronger the sense of living with a bastion-like mentality, the harder it is to approach the Jewish community with any idea that may be perceived as coming from “without.”

This touches upon the second way that the Holocaust affects the receptivity of “German” Jews.  Jesus is certainly part of German life.  But is He for us Jews?  History would seem to teach that Jesus is very much external to us; that He is not for us Jews, especially in Germany.  Perhaps more than in any other country of Central or Eastern Europe, the surviving Jews of Germany may have felt a profound sense of national betrayal.  Before the war, many considered themselves “German first” and “Jewish second.”  For decades, baptism had been practiced by some as the purchase price for entrance into German society rather than as the outward expression of a genuine experience of faith.   The expulsion of  “Jewish Christians” from the churches in 1935, followed by the Nuremburg laws and the ultimate deportation of German Jews, regardless in most instances of certificates of baptism, undoubtedly reinforced the notion that Jesus is for Germans but not for Jews.  Since German-born Jews are now Jews first and not Germans, “Why,” they may wonder, “should we consider whether Germany’s Jesus might be an option for us Jews as well?”

But does this mean that all German-born Jews are unresponsive to the gospel?  Not at all.  Jewish believers are sprinkled throughout Free and State churches as well as throughout the predominantly Russian-speaking messianic fellowships.

And what about the receptivity among the majority group of the Jewish people in Germany today?  What about the Russian-speaking Jews?

Regarding Russian-speaking Immigrants

As I mentioned in a recent article in Mishkan (Issue 58/2009), many Jewish immigrants to Germany demonstrated a genuine openness to the gospel, despite the shadow of the Holocaust. This openness could be credited to a variety of reasons:

· The collapse of the Soviet Union undermined the “religion of atheism” that had undergirded the Soviet worldview.

· The Soviet blackout of anything “religious” had created an interest in the “forbidden fruit” of religious ideas.  

· Similarly, the Soviet blackout produced an unfamiliarity with many of the arguments against Jesus that those of us from the West have known for so long.

· The Jewish immigrants to Germany shared the same type of “openness to new ideas” that’s common to any group of people in a new setting.

· Many immigrants welcomed the opportunity to celebrate Jewish holidays and to enjoy fellowship with other Jews, even if those Jewish people wanted to speak with them about Y’shua.

The fact that Jewish immigrants presented the message of Jesus to their fellow Jewish immigrants kept the discussion a Jewish matter, not a German matter, even in Germany.  And just as the shadow of the Holocaust did not prevent Russian-speaking Jews from immigrating to Germany, so the shadow of the Holocaust did not prevent them from hearing the gospel of the Jewish Messiah in the birthplace of the Third Reich.

But the factors that contributed to this initial receptivity have diminished, now that the immigrant generation of the nineties has become more settled during the first decade of the twenty-first century.  However, the diminished interest is not necessarily due to the shadow of the Holocaust.  Rather, it’s due to the fact that the pursuit of material needs has taken precedence over an interest in spiritual matters.  It’s not as though the Jewish immigrants have suddenly decided not to consider Jesus because they are living in Germany, the land of the Holocaust.  Rather, a number of them are now disinclined to consider Y’shua simply because there are other matters that preoccupy their minds. 

Regarding the new generation of “Russian-speaking German Jews:”

Time will quickly tell whether the new generation – the children of the immigrants --  will demonstrate any special interest or any special aversion to the gospel message.  If the young Jewish men and women of this maturing generation do express an interest, it will not be due to the factors that opened their parents’ hearts to the Good News.   These children are not really immigrants themselves.  But neither are they the “orphans” of the Holocaust.  Two generations separate them from the atrocities committed against us by the Nazis.  We might hope that the span of time will distance them from giving any credence to the false idea that the cross of Calvary inevitably caused the Holocaust of Europe.

We might also hope that this new generation of Jewish people will be open to the testimony of two groups of people: messianic Jews who are their generational peers; and German Christian friends, classmates, and colleagues who want to see their Jewish friends saved.  But two things must happen if young messianic Jews and German Christians are to become a viable evangelistic force:  the young messianic Jews must be taught to maintain evangelism as a priority; and German Christians must be won to the cause of bringing the gospel to us Jews.

This brings me to the next question that I’d like to consider:

How does the shadow of the Holocaust affect the participation of German Christians in the cause of Jewish evangelism?

Probably all of us directly involved in the work of Jewish evangelism in Germany know German Christians who actively share their faith with Jewish people by word, through acts of physical and material assistance, and by bringing these Jewish people into contact with us, their fellow Jews who have already believed.  But it needs to be said that many German Christians find it difficult to speak of Jesus with Jewish people about the Lord.  Some of this hesitancy can be ascribed to the fact that two very real barriers separate most German Christians from the vast majority of Jews now living in German:  the barrier of culture, and the barrier of language.  The cultural difference is not just between Christians and Jews; it is the difference between East and West – between German Christians and Soviet-born Jews.  And since most of the soviet-born Jewish people live in or at least function within a transposed Russian-speaking world, familiarity with the German language will remain a functional necessity rather than a medium for heart-felt communication.  Some German Christians who endorse very firmly the cause of Jewish Evangelism nevertheless believe that this task can only be accomplished by messianic Jews.

But to be frank, these walls of culture and language can be breached.  And the ongoing, effective testimony of German Christians who do share their faith with our Jewish people bears witness to that fact.  The real impediments to a German witness are not cultural or linguistic, but emotional and sociological.  The real barrier is the barricade of the Holocaust.  Because of what occurred, many German Christians live with a fear of displeasing the leadership of the Jewish community, coupled with the fear of being branded anti-Semitic.  

It’s not uncommon to read in print or on Jewish websites the false accusation that Jewish evangelism is a continuation of the Holocaust.  In a 1998 article in Stuttgarter Zeitung, entitled “Rabbi of the Land Accuses: Missionaries want to Convert Jews,” Chief Rabbi Joel Berger declared, “Auschwitz was meant to eliminate Judaism.  The protestant missionaries would aim at this same goal.”  Understandably, this charge is especially painful to German Christian hearts and minds. For, during the Nazi regime in Germany, anti-Semitism became more than the expression of Jewish hatred; it became an act of Jewish hatred; the “final solution” -- the active, systematic plan for the annihilation of our people.  Therefore, in Germany, any charge of anti-Semitism carries with it an accusation of a genocidal desire for the destruction of us Jews.  

So, rather than face the danger of being branded an anti-Semite, many German Christians with a genuine love for our Jewish people will favor participation in some endeavor that either minimizes Jewish evangelism or disavows it all together.   Examples include projects or organizations that stress and encourage:  German penance and repentance for the Holocaust; efforts to bring about understanding and reconciliation between Christians and Jews without referring or resorting to the cross; public condemnation of anti-Semitism, often coupled with unequivocal political support of the State of Israel; prayer groups and Israel circles within churches that pray regularly for Israel’s welfare, but not necessarily for her salvation.  Very high on the preferred list are those projects that focus upon assisting Jews to make aliyah, without considering whether the partnership between the Christian and Israeli agencies has been brokered with a promise to be silent about the gospel.  Other projects that enjoy participation from German believers are exchange programs between German and Israeli “sister” cities, as well as projects that invite German Christian youth to spend their summers working on a kibbutz.

Just a few years ago, an evangelistically minded free-church in Berlin hosted a country-wide conference about Israel and the church.  Some ministries that take a clear stand for the proclamation of the gospel to our people found it at best difficult to secure permission to set up booths along the walkway for ministry displays.  But apparently, no difficulty was experienced by an organization that exhorted Christians to plant trees in the Land.

While all of these “support” projects affirm our Jewish people, they often do so by avoiding any direct mention of the cross.   Acceptance is gained by eliminating the possibility of giving offence.  This longing for acceptance by the Jewish people rather than longing for the salvation of the Jewish people is largely the result of German Christian guilt over the Holocaust.

We must help Christians understand that a love for our people that stops short of a readiness to share the good news is a love that falls short of the biblical mark.  We must help German Christians understand that true reconciliation between individuals cannot occur unless those individuals are first reconciled to God through Y’shua.  We must help German Christians understand that God’s first desire for our people is not their relocation but their redemption; that the more crucial question is not when we will return to the Land, but whether we have returned to the Lord.

One last question remains…

What theological shifts has the Holocaust brought about in parts of the German church? 

In February, 2009, a leading German Christian publication called Idea/Spektrum ran an article entitled, “The Protestant Church of the Rhineland re-emphasizes her ‘No!’ to Jewish Evangelism.” The article reported that a new document from the church had stated that there is “no biblical legitimacy for a gentile Christian mission…that aims at the conversion of Jews to Jesus Christ and to baptism.”  However, a very telling and candid admission on the part of the church was found elsewhere in the article:  “The present statement also says that the increase of Jewish evangelism and missionary activities among Jews, especially by evangelical groups, provoked heavy complaints by Jewish congregations.”  

In other words, concerns over complaints from the Jewish community played a role in shaping the theology of a part of the Rhineland Church. Could the shadow of the Holocaust cause the segments within both the State and Free churches to alter their theology? In some instances, I believe the answer is yes.  

We’re all quite familiar with Dual Covenant theology, and with the various theological justifications for saying that we Jews don’t need to hear about the Lord.  But I’d like to point out two arguments that are especially attractive to some German believers, specifically because of the shadow of the Holocaust.  Not surprisingly, both of these positions are mentioned in the short article that was published by Idea/Spektrum a few months ago.  

The first position argues that in light of history, a “normal” Christian witness to the Jewish people simply isn’t possible.   In the Stuttgarter Zeitung article from 1998 that I mentioned earlier, Heiner Küenzlen, a senior official responsible for mission and ecumenism, stated in similar fashion, “I disapprove of something like this [Jewish mission] on the basis of our German history.”   The more recent Spektrum/Idea article quotes an earlier Christian document, the 1980 synodical decision of the Rhineland Church (“About the Renewal of the Relationship between Christians and Jews”): “we are convinced that the Church cannot live out her witness to the Jews in the same way as her mission to the peoples of this world.”  According to this thinking, the sins of the past have made an evangelistic witness to us Jews impossible, thereby invaliding the power of God and absolving the church from her responsibility. 

The second argument, also found in the 1980 document, states that there is no biblical legitimacy or basis for an evangelistic mission to the Jews.  The words from Romans 11:25-27 are used to show that the conversion of the Jewish people is God’s business, not the business of the church.  And Matthew 28:19 is explained as a commission that Jesus gave only to His Jewish disciples for the sake of the nations, but not for the sake of fellow Jews.  According to the document,  “The missionary command in Matthew 28:19 does not justify missionary work by non-Jews among Jews.”

Are these arguments coming a generation after the war, expressions of genuine theological reflection? Or are they expressions of apology, born out of a guilt for any passive or active role that portions of the German church may have played in the destruction of our people?

Happily, the past and present documents from the Rhineland Church do not reflect the thinking of the entire church, as even the article explains.  “The church leadership recognized that the decision of the synod did not find agreement among evangelical groups.”

Hallelujah.

Two weeks after the article appeared, Idea/Spektrum published a letter of rebuttal from Pastor Jurgen Bunck, one of the prominent leaders in the Landeskirche, of which the Rhineland Church is a part.  Pastor Blunck declared, “When the Rhineland Church says that there is no biblical legitimacy for a gentile-Christian mission to the Jews, the question remains: ‘Why are we not allowed to do what Paul did?’  Paul says in Romans 1:16 that the gospel is for the Jews first.  Therefore, he always preached to the Jews first…Ergo: Jews have to hear the gospel, too.”

Dr. Dieter Kuhl from the Free Church responded similarly in print:  “It is amazing that Christians want to withhold the best of all good tidings from the Jewish people… If the Jewish Jesus is not the Messiah of the Jewish people, then He is neither the Christ for us Germans. We share this best of all messages with the Jewish people because we love them and want to bless them.”

Pastor Blunck and Dr. Kuhl are not isolated voices within the church by any means.  But what can be done to increase the volume of the voices and the number of the speakers?  Theological discussion is important.  Documents such as the WEA Berlin Declaration are important as well.  But the discussion needs a wider base, and the documents need a broad dissemination. 

Some reflections for consideration:

Concerning the activity of Jewish evangelism in Germany – 

Without entering into a discussion of methodology, let me urge us to remember that whatever activity we undertake for the Lord and in this cause will bear fruit and produce the results that God wants to produce.  “Therefore my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord, your labor is never in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58).

Concerning the receptivity to the gospel message among our people in Germany – let us remember that the effective communication of the gospel message always results in at least two results:  some are drawn closer to God, and others are driven away.  Polarization is proof of the power of the gospel.  And so, we should acknowledge that both reception and rejection are valid indicators that the message has gone out.  “For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; to the one an aroma of death to death, to the other an aroma from life to life” (2 Corinthians 2:15-16).

Concerning fostering a greater participation among German Christians in the cause of bringing our Jewish people to the Lord --  let us remind our German fellow believers that Y’shua never loved us with a silent love.  Yes, He fed our hungry, He healed our sick; He raised our dead back to life.  But He also told us that unless we repented, we would all likewise perish.    Biblical love compelled Him to tell us the truth, despite the rejection that He knew He would face.  We must exhort our German brothers and sisters in the faith as Paul exhorted Timothy, “Do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, or of me, His prisoner, but join with me in suffering for the gospel…” (2 Timothy 1:8). 
Concerning the theological shift in parts of the German church --We must hold German theologians to the biblical truth that Jesus is “the way, the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father” except through Him.  We must solemnly and urgently -- even passionately --  warn them that to disown and condemn Jewish evangelism, is to disown and condemn the greatest Jewish evangelist who ever brought the Gospel to His own – the Messiah Y’shua.  We must confront them in love with the hard truth that if Y’shua really is the only way to be saved, then the ones guilty of continuing the Holocaust are not the ones who share their faith, but the ones who withhold their faith from a Jewish person, just because that person is a Jew.

Two final thoughts about the shadow of the Holocaust upon the cause of Jewish evangelism in Germany:

Because of the Holocaust, the cause of Jewish evangelism remains a hot, ever-stirred and ever-stirring topic in the German church and in the Jewish community.  May God always use us to stoke the flames and to turn up the heat.

Because of the Holocaust, an unprecedented opportunity now exists.  The history of persecution has given us the platform to proclaim the gospel to the Jew first, and also to the German.  What better voice can slice through post-Christian ignorance or indifference toward the gospel than the seemingly “absurd,” dissonant sound of the good news coming from Jewish lips?  

For the sake of our people in Germany, and for the sake of Germans who will listen to us only because we are Jews, may we never be quiet or still.  Rather, with Isaiah, may we declare, “For Zion’s sake I will not be silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest, until her righteousness goes forth like brightness, and her salvation like a burning torch, and the nations will see…” (Isaiah 62:1-2).

