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Jewish Outreach: Some Highlights from Germany

In the minds of the Jewish people and those with an understanding of history, Germany remains the country where the Holocaust was initiated, scrupulously planned and carried out, ending in the murder of six million Jews.  Therefore, for many, it remains very strange to see how the Jewish community in Germany has revived over the past 25 years.  Since 1989, about 300,000 people have come to Germany as "Jewish refugees and their family members," in large part from the countries of the former Soviet Union.  Together with Jewish immigrants from other countries (including Israel), this has caused the Jewish population to grow ten times as large, from 30,000 to about 300,000.  These very same "Russian Jews" have not only brought about the revival of the Jewish community in Germany, they have also brought back the issue of Jewish evangelistic outreach and the Messianic movement to this country.  Thousands of Jewish people have become believers in Yeshua and have been integrated within various Messianic and Christian groups, and more than 40 Messianic congregations and groups have been established since 1995.  This has put Germany back on the map of significant countries in this regard.

The organizations involved in Jewish outreach in Germany encompass Beit Sar Shalom Ministry (BSS), Evangeliumsdienst für Israel (EDI), Jews for Jesus and AmZI. In addition, there are a number of churches and individuals who are making attempts to share the gospel with the Jewish people and trying to integrate them either within a church or within a Messianic congregation. We also see new independent Messianic congregations emerging.

The Messianic movement in Germany is very young and consists mostly of relatively new believers.  It lacks trained and equipped leaders, but it does possess a great deal of "neophyte" excitement about life with Yeshua.  Most Messianic believers and those involved in Jewish outreach are new immigrants. Therefore, the movement faces financial limitations.  However, these limitations facilitate an exciting and energetic non-clergy volunteer involvement.

 

More than 70% of the Jews in Germany belong to the group termed "Russian Jews," meaning the majority of Messianic believers in Germany are a part of this group and the majority of the congregations are Russian-speaking. The cultural and language gap between Germans and “Russian Jews” is still very big and will probably not be overcome fully within the first generation. Sometimes it creates a ghetto-like situation. But it also allows for chances to live and express unity in the Messiah in spite of such challenges. Attempts to bridge the gap are steadily increasing within messianic congregations (e.g., Beit Schomer Israel congregation in Berlin is equally bilingual and bicultural), and joint conferences are held so that all the Messianic believers of the country are able to fellowship.  
In the last few years, we have been able to observe a rapidly growing number of Israelis visiting and even moving to Germany. According to official sources, there are about 20,000 Israelis living in Berlin alone. Young Israelis in particular like to come for fun and parties in Germany because of convenient flights and prices as well as an open-minded atmosphere and sense of safety. Many Israeli students and post–grads are enrolled in German universities and doctoral programs. These Israelis are becoming the second largest Jewish outreach group after the “Russians.” Unfortunately, we lack evangelists with knowledge of Hebrew and sufficient understanding of their culture. This makes outreach to them more difficult. However, the first steps have been made. Much is done through personal contacts and relationships. Some particular projects and initiatives are getting started. One significant example of an attempt to reach out to young Israeli tourists is called Hospitality Network, a network of private Christian homes that are willing to host Israelis during their visit in Germany. Prospective hosts are provided with training, and what they offer in terms of lodging is currently in the process of being communicated to Israelis.
German Jews form another important Jewish group in terms of outreach. While some prominent members of this group are very visible within society and many belong to the upper echelons of society, most German Jews are assimilated. The best way to approach them is through Christian friends of theirs who belong to the same group within the society. Training Christians to reach out to their Jewish friends is a good equipping tool in this regard. Various organizations and messianic congregations offer such training through teaching programs, printed and online resources, teaching in churches, etc.
We are still feeling a lack of educational courses and materials for new Jewish believers in German and in Russian. The Internet has become a way to easily learn and attain new information. However, new believers can encounter many heresies and wrong teachings online. The need for materials targeted to new believers and for more systematic supervised training for lay leaders has still to be met.

Ministry to youth and children in Germany is usually done on a congregational basis. Some of the stronger congregations have youth groups and fellowships. Most of the congregations have children’s programs. A couple of camps for youth and children are organized in Germany every year (primarily supported by BSS and EDI). There has been good experience with the camps in Poland organized by Beit Sar Shalom Israel.

Street evangelism in Germany is effectively done by Jews for Jesus and a few other organizations, which are undertaking these efforts in different cities and linking new Jewish contacts with the messianic congregations or churches there. Some local messianic congregations are also involved in this type of outreach, either undertaking it themselves or encouraging their members to participate in the street outreaches of other organizations. In spite of the absence of clearly defined Jewish neighborhoods and locations with heavy concentrations of Jewish people, street evangelism still reaches many Jewish people who could not be reached otherwise.
Remarkably, the Messianic movement in Germany enjoys a unity that may seem unbelievable in some other countries. Although there are several small groups and congregations that are keeping themselves isolated, the majority is very close-knit, even without creating any formal joint structure.

 

Sadly, because of the tragedy of the Holocaust, the mainstream churches (Catholic and Lutheran, and also many free churches) distance themselves from the Messianic Jews in order to avoid upsetting the traditional Jewish communities.  The Messianic community in Germany grieves this situation.

 

At the present, there are signs of a new awakening among the Jewish people in Germany.  This gives the Messianic movement and those involved in the Jewish outreach a sense of optimism about the days ahead.
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� Due to limitations of time, I am not going to mention many details or specifics. If you are interested in getting more information about a particular organization, region or type of outreach, I would be happy to supply you with more details and appropriate contact information. You are also welcome to directly contact the organizations mentioned in this report for more information.





