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Introduction

We have learned a lot over the last decade about doing creative evangelistic events and after some years of experimenting – failing and succeeding –I was happy to be asked to share some of the lessons we have learned through doing these events.  

In my opinion, most of our outreach events, which are either deemed “evangelistic” or are in some way designed for non- believers, will usually draw far more believers than non-believers.  Our hearts and motivation are sincere and we certainly hope that the believers will bring non- believers, but traditionally, we have not been successful in attracting Jewish non-believers to our evangelistic events. If you think about it, most of our concerts, Holiday events and attempts to gather Jewish non-believers into some type of “Hall” to hear the Gospel - presented in one way or another, have primarily drawn Christians and not Jewish people.  

This was certainly true of me and of CPM’s ministry and at times, caused me to want to give up on doing any type of public outreach events, as we simply did not know how to get Jewish non-believers to come.  But, the Lord brought some circumstances together to encourage me and I want to share them with you.

Allow me to further explain why I believe Public Evangelistic Events for Jewish non-believers is both necessary and possible – at least in North America.  Jonathan Bernis and others have demonstrated that these events work well in the FSU, South America and in Ethiopia. 

If you keep the Engle’s Scale in mind - the types of Jewish non-believers who came to most of our events in North America and Western Europe are usually somewhat “closer” to the -1, -2, etc. level of interest but I was hoping to draw those who were far below these levels.  I wanted to speak to Jewish people who would not usually have the opportunity to hear the Gospel. 

I was hoping to target those who might not even have a Christian friend who could tell them about Jesus.  I wanted to find ways to directly draw Jewish people to these events who had perhaps never heard the Gospel rather than those who already had some degree of Gospel influence in their lives, whether through a believer who was a spouse, relative, co worker or friend.  We – of course also planned outreach events to reach these folks, counting on their Christian and Messianic Jewish friends to bring them an event.  This is a very valuable and effective means of witness.   

However, I was still hoping we could find ways to engage those who seemingly would not have the opportunity to hear the Gospel at all.  This was and continues to be quite a challenge. Perhaps I am more sensitive to this living and working in NYC as we have fewer Evangelicals…I think!  My Israeli brothers and sisters would be in a similar situation of course.

But, I did not really know how to do this and so we began to try different types of events to see what would work and how they might work in reaching our Jewish people. 

I still believe that personal evangelism is our most effective tool for evangelism.  I also that building communities of faith, which provides a corporate testimony and warm spiritual home for Jewish people, combined with personal evangelism is the most effective route to fruitful evangelism and ongoing discipleship. However, public evangelism – through the media, public events and various types of campus and street evangelism are excellent easy to “shake the tress” and discover Jewish people with whom we hope to have an ongoing dialogue about Yeshua.

Let me provide a quick history of some of the types of events and results of what we have been involved with over the last few years.  The, I would like to share some of the lessons we have learned from being involved with these events.  I might add that events are not the only ways to be creative in our evangelistic outreach but I will focus more on this type of tool, as time will not allow me to go further.  I will leave the web, social networking, the use of literature, various other types of media etc. to others as I am sure you will agree - there are a host of ways in which we can be creative in our testimony to our Jewish people.

An Overview of the Events

The Debates

Some years ago, I was approached by a Jewish believer who felt that many of the evangelistic events sponsored by Jewish missions were not especially evangelistic, as these events typically drew very few Jewish people who did not yet know the Lord.  I agreed. He suggested that we invite Rabbi Shmuley Boteach to debate a Messianic Jewish scholar, and I thought this was a great idea. Most of the debates between Messianic Jews and other Rabbis over the last few years were usually between professional anti-missionaries and Jewish believers who were not trained debaters, nor especially scholarly in their approach. We have not found any mainline rabbis who are willing to debate Mike or any other Messianic Jewish leader. 

Therewas a rabbi in Canada, Emmanuel Schochet, who did a number of debates with Messianic Jews during the 1980s and early 1990s and even debated Mike Brown, but he is much older now and unwilling to debate. The only rabbis who are sometimes willing to debate Messianic Jews are anti-missionaries, and these are exactly the people that we do not want to debate. Also, they really have little status within the mainline Jewish community. Shmuley has a TV show and is well-known because of his media presence; he is far more respected than the anti-missionaries.

In 2002, we arranged for Mike and Shmuley to debate the topic Is Jesus the Jewish Messiah? The debate was held at the West Side YMCA in Manhattan, which held 200 people. I advertised heavily and took out a half-page ad in The New York Times.  But I really did not think many people would come – especially unsaved Jewish people.  When I saw that we had 300 people at the debate, I was surprised!  The manager then made us ask 100 people to leave, so I actually got up and said, “Those who already agree with Dr. Michael Brown should leave and make room for those who do not.” Shmuley had gone first in the debate!

What I did not realize at that moment was that there were over 600 people waiting outside to get into the debate – and most of them were Jewish people, since we had not done any advertising in Christian media. I quickly realized that Jewish people would actually attend a debate, because it was deemed fair and because a credible rabbi who is well-known in the Jewish community was representing the traditional Jewish point of view. I was shocked! I did not expect that many people to show up.

Eventually we scheduled a number of other debates, including one a few days before the Mel Gibson movie The Passion of the Christ came out in theaters. That debate was entitled Who Really Killed Jesus? We also made a DVD of that debate, which has been widely circulated and continues to be sold and viewed today.

We did two other debates during the next few years, including one on The Da Vinci Code, which included Dr. Darrell Bock. This debate was actually webcast – live – and was viewed by almost 1,000 people at the Midtown Hilton Hotel and another 10,000 who watched it on the web, including many Jewish people. We did this webcast in cooperation with Dallas Theological Seminary.

Last summer, we did another debate between Mike and Shmuley in Manhattan on the subject of Isaiah chapter 53. The title of that debate was Did Jesus Die for our Sins? and more than 800 people attended.  This debate went especially well, and we also produced a DVD that we are using; it will one day become a key tool in our Isaiah 53 evangelistic campaigns. We also inaugurated our new website by doing two well-advertised webcasts of the Isaiah chapter 53 debate. Once again, thousands of people watched the webcast, including hundreds of Jewish people we invited through utilizing rentable Jewish e-mailing lists.

In between these NYC-based debates, we sponsored another one in Scottsdale, Arizona, and Mike and Shmuley have also debated a number of times on radio and TV. In addition, Jews for Jesus sponsored a debate between the two in Boston. 

We have concluded this ”run” of Debates with two in England – in partnership with CWI.

The first debate was held in London On Monday, May 12, at what is known as the Friends Hall,  near Eauston station in the heart of London. This Hall is used from many different political, public and religious purposes and is known as a neutral place. The downstairs of the whole seats about 550 people and it was full. We had an additional 50 – 75 people in the balcony. I was very pleased with the turnout. I know that there were at least 30 or 40 Jewish nonbelievers in attendance and probably more.

The Oxford debate was held on Tuesday, May 13 at the Oxford Townhall, which seats about 500 people. It is a beautiful hall with ornate carvings in the woodwork throughout the hall. There have been many important speeches, lectures and debates held in this hall and it was a very wise choice on the part of Mike Moore from Christian witness to Israel to choose this venue.

There were about 300 people at the debate and we were blessed to have so many. About 50-60 of them are students. It was exam week at Oxford and the Christian groups had just finished that he campaign called love Oxford. This made it a bit difficult to draw the crowd, we put this was the date that we had to you choose for various reasons. I noticed a number of Jewish people in the crowd initially told me that at least 10 of his friends attended.

I was pleased with these evenst, but they drew fewrer Jewish non-believers than those in NYC.  Still, they were quite successful for a variety of reasons.

Certainly our main goal for the debates in England was to reach Jewish people with the Gospel, but it is also our intention to strengthen the Messianic Jewish movement in the UK and to encourage the missionaries to the Jews who are working on the field. It was also my hope to try to partner with some of the Jewish missions in the UK to build a greater sense of unity with our brothers and sisters across the pond. It worked out quite well, as the Christian Witness to Israel Director Mike Moore and I have been good friends; we shared much of the effort in preparing these debates and even some of the costs. For example, Christian Witness to Israel actually paid for the lecture hall in both London and Oxford as well as quite a bit of the advertising, the filming of the DVDs and some of the publicity. 

Conclusion

The first debate that we did between Mike and Shmuley at the Westside YMCA in Manhattan was filled with tension. I believe that Shmuley viewed Mike Brown in the same way as  the Messianic Jewish ex-leader he “trounced” years ago in Britain. In fact, Shmuley seemed to be seething with anger at this first debate and I could tell that he thought he would “beat Mike up” like he did the others…and that he would enjoy doing it!

But something happened at that debate, and more so at the dinner we shared with Shmuley and Debbie Boteach afterwards: we got to know one another as people, and some of the prejudices Shmuley had towards Messianic Jews began breaking down. Mike and Shmuley actually began a friendship that night which continues until this day.

It has become traditional in the last two debates for Mike and Shmuley to publicly declare the fact that they are friends and that they respect one another. This was not true at the first debate. It is also fun to watch Mike and Shmuley embrace one another after each debate. Of course one of the reasons it is so charming to watch is because Mike is about 6 foot 7 inches and Shmuley is almost a foot shorter.

I have noticed in doing these debates over the years that many believers have a variety of problems with Rabbi Boteach. He is accused of manipulating emotions, not being logical, not sticking to the subject, and not using the Scriptures. The interesting thing is that the unsaved Jewish people never accuse him of these things. 

I find that most Christians, especially if they are not Jewish and if they have been believers for a long time, have developed certain expectations about how to debate the nature of truth and faith. It is hard for many evangelicals to see that the way in which they debate and hear truth is colored by their evangelical culture. 

The truth is that most of the Jewish people who attend actually believe that Shmuley wins the debates; those who do not have often been those who are closer to the Gospel. And of course we are very grateful that some Jewish people who have attended actually do see the difference between Shmuley’s message and Mike’s. This of course the main reason we do the debates. 

In my 35 years of being a missionary to the Jewish people, I have never seen this many unbelieving Jewish people attend an event like this where the Gospel is preached.

I believe that the debates will have been used by God in the lives of many Jewish people as a way to interest them in Jesus and clarify some of the issues. I am also confident that eventually the relationships these people who heard about Yeshua from the debates have with Christians and Messianic Jewish friends will be what ultimately leads them to the Lord.

The Bob Dylan Outreach 

On November 1,2008 we hosted the premier showing of a 90 minute documentary on DVD entitled – Bob Dylan: the Gospel Years. I had the privilege of being interviewed for this DVD and was able to present the Gospel clearly. 

Most people know that Bob Dylan is Jewish. His real name is Robert Zimmerman. A number of years ago he seemed to come to faith in Jesus and performed a number of concerts and made at least three albums where in his own very particular way, he lifted up the name of the Lord and proclaimed the Gospel through his music. Then, almost as suddenly as his faith arose – it seemed to wane and Bob Dylan went on to other sites and other types of music. He also seemed to get far more involved with a variety of ultra-Orthodox Jewish sects as well.  Whether or not he was ever a real believer is still la mystery!

We rolled out the heavy guns of promotion and placed ads everywhere from the New York Times, to the Village Voice, some local newspapers which  blanket the  very Jewish upper West side of Manhattan where we hosted the event. We also be handed out flyers, put up posters and did quite a bit of Internet and web-based advertising as well.We had approximately 800 people at the event and 50% of them were Jewish people. 

We not only be showed of this movie, and had some of Bob Dylan’s old  band members playing a few songs evening, especially the woman who helped Dylan come to faith in news and on fire evangelist and gospel singer. We also had a time of questions and answers from the audience and between this woman myself, I am sure the Gospel went out clearly to those in attendance.

Lessons Learned

We have learned quite a bit as to how to make these events as successful as possible and I am sure we will learn a lot more as we continue to experiment! Let me list some of the lessons learned and comment as we go along.

Attractive or Intriguing to Jewish Non Believers

Well Promoted 

· Media

· Mail

· Word of Mouth

· Electronically

· Posters and Flyers

· Through Tipping Points

· Media Buzz

The Right Venue

The Right Date

The Right Budget

Opportunistic

Viewed as Fair and Neutral

The Role of Gentile Christians

Publicity within the Church and among Christians

· Radio and Television

· Mail

· The Romans 11:11 Principle

The Follow Up

· New Contacts

· Media

Some Problems and Challenges and Weaknesses to the Approach

The Follow Up

· Name Gathering

· The Ethics and Nature of Post Event Contact

· Quality of the Contacts Made

· The Conversion Question

The Resources

· Financial

· The Trust and Cooperation of the Local Christian Community

· The Rarity of Appropriate Opportunities

· Proper/Adequate Funding

· The Media/Promotional Know How

A More Personal Conclusion

Do I think Shmuley is going to become a believer as a result of the debates? I pray and hope so. I do think that he listens to Mike, to me and others, and although he believes what he believes, he understands that there is a degree of intellectual and certainly spiritual integrity to our faith. He just believes we are wrong! 

If Shmuley does ever become a believer, I can tell you what may have had a profound impact on him. When we left London, we found that Shmuley forgot his passport at the hotel and by that time we were late, well on our way to Oxford and could not turn back. Shmuley was leaving the next morning, and of course he could not leave without his passport. Mike Brown had a student from his school helping us, and I asked this brother if he would go back to London to the hotel and get the passport for Shmuley. It meant he would have to travel for about six hours through the afternoon in the evening and miss the debate he came to see. This dear brother, John, quickly said “of course!” This reveals the character of the students at the school Mike leads in Charlotte, North Carolina. 

John went and got the passport, came back that evening and gave it to Shmuley. I’ve never seen Shmuley so grateful. He kept going on and on about how wonderfully he had been treated by John, by Chosen People Ministries, by Christian Witness to Israel and others. He actually pulled me aside to tell me this, and I know that it was sincere, because he told me that his wife Debbie told him to make sure he told me!

One of the great thrills for me personally during both both of our UK Debates which we did in partnership  with CWI,  was getting to know the moderator. We selected Dan Cohn-Sherbok, a Reform rabbi from Denver, Colorado who graduated with his Ph.D. from Cambridge University and has taught in the UK for the last 25 years. Dan has a great regard for Messianic Jews and though he is not a debater himself since he is a rather humble and soft-spoken person, he did do an excellent job as a moderator. In fact, he brought his British police whistle and blew it every time either debater went over their time allotment. It added some levity to what was sometimes a very tense debating situation. 

Dan actually wrote a book on the Messianic Jewish movement which I read and endorsed. It is an excellent book, and he also edited a compendium of articles by Messianic Jews that is published by Barry Rubin, in which I also had an article. So he was a bit familiar with me, but we spent hours getting to know one another and this was a great joy.

Another poignant moment occurred as Dan and I were walking along the streets in Oxford, and he was telling me about his wife, who is also an academic. She is a Gentile who did not convert to Judaism, and he said “my wife is an atheist.” I then asked, “Dan, are you an atheist too?” He said “absolutely not!” I thought that this was quite interesting. He firmly believes that Messianic Jews have the right to believe in Jesus and still be considered Jews. He thinks that the Jewish community is exercising a degree of prejudice by excluding Messianic Jews from the Jewish community, although, as he said, “this will be hard to change.”

I am encouraged by these stories, as my hope is for these evenst to reach those who would not usually be reached.  I look forward to many of use c=becoming more and more cretiev in our outreach and I hoep to learn a lot from what you do – and hopefully our experiences will encourage you to try some new things.

