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Learning from the Past

An Earlier Ministry to Jewish People in Australia

The past has many lessons and we need to learn from its good points and avoid repeating its failures. Studying an earlier ministry in Australia also reminds us that God's work among Jewish people here did not begin with us! A first conference of LCJE Australasia tempts us to this mindset but this helps us to avoid it. Humility is hard to come by but studying the past reminds us we are reaping what others have sown, and keeps us humble.

The approach in this study will be to give you a quick overview of the story to help you get the picture, then a slower overview to learn some general lessons, and finally to consider the activities of this earlier ministry.

A Quick Overview

Strand 1

1928 
New South Wales Mission to the Jews (NSWMJ) was founded

1971 
Name changed to Australian Mission to the Jews (AMJ) as part of a


desire to develop the work in other States.

1971
Sydney Messianic Fellowship (SMF) established by 2 former staff 
members of AMJ and continues until 1989

Strand 2

1972
International Society for the Evangelisation of the Jews (IJS)


began ministry in Australia.

1974
AMJ and IJS operating jointly but not formally amalgamated.

One Strand

1983
AMJ formally amalgamated with Christian Witness to Israel (the new 
name for IJS)

1989
SMF formally absorbed into Christian Witness to Israel (CWI)

My main focus of interest is the activities of NSWMJ and the SMF, which, as we shall see, was mainly the work of two Jewish ladies, but first there are lessons to learn from a closer look at the outline above.

A Slow Overview

1. The beginnings of the NSW Mission to the Jews (NSWMJ)

Mr. G. W. Ardill, a man well known in Sydney in the early 20th century for his many Christian activities, had a love for the Jews and established a missionary organization to them in 1928. This work used the premises of another work founded by him to help destitute street people, the ‘Sydney Rescue Mission’, located in 100 Reservoir Street, Surry Hills. The name of one founding member of the committee will be familiar to some, Canon Robinson, rector in Leichhardt, father of Donald Robinson, one-time Archbishop of Sydney and a Christian teacher who has given a great deal of thought to Jew/Gentile issues in the New Testament, and was chairman of CWI in Australia for a time.

There are lessons for us here. Firstly, from personal conversation I am aware that Donald Robinson acknowledges his debt to his father. His son, Peter Robinson, chairs Jews For Jesus in Australia today. This challenges us to ask ourselves if we are handing on to our children the concern for the Jewish people that God has given to us.

Secondly, George Ardill was a non-Jew who loved the Jews and was used to do them great good. As Jews and non-Jews we need each other in this work. However, he looked for Hebrew Christians to start this work of mission to their people (N.B. I am using ‘Hebrew Christian’ because it was the term used by Ardill, and in all the literature of that time.) 

Thirdly, George Ardill’s obituary in the Nepean Times, 31st May 1945, mentions his many works but the NSWMJ is overlooked, despite it being dear to him and he being its Honorary Secretary and dealing with correspondence for many years. I found that saddening. This reminds us that if you engage in Jewish mission you must develop a contentedness with being relatively unnoticed and await the Lord’s “well-done”. We are small stuff on the world missions’ scene. The theme ‘to the Jew first’ is often resented, especially if we over-emphasise it because we are not being heard. We need to remind ourselves that there is no higher missionary calling than to go to our Lord’s own people.

2. The steady work of the NSW Mission to the Jews, 1928-1970

The first worker was Jewish, a Mr. Abramovitch, who retired through ill-health in 1929, returned to Coburg, Victoria, and continued an independent witness through writing and visiting.

The committee prayed for 3 years for a Hebrew Christian and through a remarkable providence Mr. Ardill was introduced to Miss Gertrude Stargatt by Rev. Morris Blok. Miss Stargatt was born in 1895 and came to faith as a young lady through a lady worker with the Church’s Mission to the Jews (CMJ) in London, UK, who ran a sewing class for Jewish young ladies. She later trained at a Bible College in the UK, wanting to go to Israel as a missionary, but the Lord directed otherwise and she immigrated to Australia, together with her mother, in 1921. Morris Blok was a Hebrew Christian of Dutch origin, and a minister of a Church of Christ congregation in Mosman. He had prayer for 12 months for some Jews to come to his church (none lived in Mosman!) and Miss Stargatt and her mother, both then believers, arrived in late 1921. She waited 10 years to know what the Lord wanted so she was 36 when introduced to Mr. Ardill in 1931, and he saw her as an answer to their prayers. She started work with the NSWMJ in March 1932 and worked diligently and faithfully for many, many years. When she started the Sydney Messianic Fellowship she was 76 and when it was absorbed into CWI she was counted as a member of the mission staff, at 94 years old! She never really retired, and went to be with the Lord two years later. 

The other worker with the NSWMJ in the early days was Miss Leah Black who was born into a Jewish family in Hull, England and later came to Sydney, growing up in a traditional home which gradually became only culturally Jewish. She met a Christian lady with a love for the Jews who witnessed to her, took her to meetings and tried to answer her many questions. Leah came under deep conviction of sin and trusted Jesus in 1942. Impressed with the text “to the Jew first” she began attending the NSWMJ meetings for Hebrew Christians and began witnessing to unsaved Jews who came. In 1947 she joined the work as a member of missionary staff. She went into the Sydney Messianic Fellowship with Miss Stargatt after 24 years ministry and served for a further 18 years there, making a total of 42 years service. When the SMF was absorbed into CWI she was counted as a member of the mission staff. Like Miss Stargatt she never really retired. She was an untiring worker. The records for 1980, when she would have been about 60 years old, show that she visited 755 Jewish homes that year, about 2 a day.

Another member of the missionary staff of the SMF was Mr. Hogarth, from 1961 to 1972. His work was very much one-to-one witness, but not public speaking of any sort. From the remaining records I have mostly learnt about the two single ladies. They shared a home and their lifestyle was very simple. Judging by the funds in the mission it could have been more comfortable but everything was ‘for the work’.

When I reflect on this overview of their ministry I think of some of the words of Messiah Jesus to the Christians in Thyatira, “I know your deeds, your love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than you did at first.” (Rev 2:19, NIV) I have been challenged by their dogged perseverance, their faithfulness to their calling and the blessing on their labours. Those of long experience among us at this conference are maybe up to 40 years. A way to go yet! All Christian work requires such perseverance but the relatively small numbers saved in Jewish work seems to require that ‘perseverance’ have a capital P. There are no quick fixes. There are no new methods which will alter this (tho’ some are definitely more effective than others.) May their example encourage you to press on. In the words of one hymn writer (Horatius Bonar), who loved Jewish mission, “Go labour on, spend and be spent…”

3. Differences and Division, 1971-1972

Some might think that this phase in the history should have a veil quietly drawn over it. Undoubtedly, there is no profit in raking over strife for the sake of it, nor in coming down strongly on one side or the other when the details are now far from clear, but the causes of those troubles do recur today and so it is worth considering the events, even if only briefly. I say briefly, but the fact is, trying to understand this properly from the records took more time than I wanted to spend. Strife is like that; it is time-consuming.

(It may help to note that it was during this period, in September 1972, that IJS sent a representative to engage in missionary work among Jewish people. He came to Sydney; although they had originally planned he would go to Melbourne.)

The NSWMJ desired to stimulate witness among the Jews beyond NSW and looked for a man to do this. It was proposed that he would be the Director of all the affairs of the mission, under the committee. A family man in his mid-forties was appointed in January 1971 and set about making the work more widely known through a magazine, preaching etc. It needs to be remembered that at this time Miss Stargatt had been doing the work of evangelism with NSWMJ for 40 years, was Secretary to the committee, organizing the deputation work and overseeing Miss Black (who had been working with NSWMJ for 24 years.) It was obviously a situation which would require careful handling by all. Within about 2 months tensions began to surface, the two ladies were not happy with his leadership and plans for the work and by December 1971 they had both resigned. As can be imagined there was a great deal of difficult discussion, stress, and prayer during that period. Soon afterwards Miss Stargatt and Miss Black formed the Sydney Messianic Fellowship and many of their supporters saw them as the NSWMJ continuing, although that was not legally so. It seems to me that the committee of the NSWMJ (the name was actually changed to the Australian Mission to the Jews (AMJ) in the middle of this period) handled things honestly and graciously and the ladies generally acted spiritually, although it seems the pressures got to them once or twice. The records contain nothing written by the Director at this time by which one can judge his actions and responses. He did not remain much longer with what was now the AMJ but resigned in June 1972 to work from within the Brethren Assemblies in connection with the Jews, but exactly what he planned to do is not clear from the records. It was an extraordinary 18 months. 

It is probably fair to say that the AMJ never really recovered from this to become a growing work, with new workers, but worked in tandem with CWI (then IJS) until it was amalgamated with CWI in 1983. Likewise the SMF was pretty much Miss Stargatt and Miss Black, though a Mr. Singer helped them for a while, until they asked for SMF to be taken into CWI in 1989. It does seem that the wounds were healed.

Two thoughts occur to me from all this. Firstly, I was reminded of Acts 15:36-41, which records the strong difference of opinion between Paul and Barnabas over John Mark, a difference which led to them working separately from that time. The same thing happened in the NSWMJ. We should note that differences of opinion do not necessarily involve sin, it depends how they are handled. God can turn the difference to a good outcome. If you ever find yourself in such a situation, one which will probably be more testing of your Christian character than anything you have previously experienced, tread very carefully, do nothing hastily, consult with those outside the situation, do not indulge in gossip and always seek to honour the Lord.

Secondly, missions need to be very careful when appointing to leadership a person who has gifts for the tasks they envisage but no experience of the actual work, and with authority over those with considerable experience. Here are some practical suggestions for avoiding conflict when there is no choice but to appoint someone with little experience of Jewish evangelism (the need for gracious behaviour is assumed.) Aim to draw such future leaders from those who have sat on the committee for a time. Establish a small sub-committee, which will keep in regular contact with mission staff to gauge their responses. Appoint a senior missionary to assist him in areas of evangelistic policy. At the interview stage, be very careful to ensure that a candidate thinks as the mission already does on the main principles of the mission's operation.  When there are female missionaries it is all the more important that there are female committee members. 

Ministry to Jewish People

Here we will focus here on the activities of Miss Stargatt and Miss Black with the NSWMJ and the SMF. I am going to mention the different activities they initiated but I cannot be sure they were all sustained at the same time. Where I know something ceased or it was a permanent fixture I will note it. Their work was based at the Mission Hall in Reservoir Street, Surry Hills, Sydney. Mr. Ardill made these premises available to them. In the 1930s it was in an area with many small Jewish businesses and Jewish people lived to the south in Redfern. The move to the eastern suburbs of Sydney began during and after the Second World War.

Prayer

The prayerfulness of this work shines through. I am not listing it as one among the 11 items below because I want to emphasise that it permeated them all. That comes through in their diaries as they mention prayer for such and such a person, the organization of the Prayer Circles (there were 158 such gatherings in 1941, in probably 13 different locations) and the two Days of Prayer each year, one always preceding Yom Kippur. The Lord heard and answered; He blessed, encouraged, gave strength to persevere, and saved souls. To Him be the glory.

1. Visiting shops and workplaces

This was easily done in those days. This was how Miss Stargatt began reaching out. This is the first page of her diary, April 8, 1931:

Mr & Mrs Applebaum, opticians on the Military Road, Neutral Bay:

Mr Applebaum commented about unemployment and I said that I was giving my services to missionary work amongst Jewish people.

Mr A: “Are you going to try and convert the Jews?!”

GS: No, I am going to try and point them to the Messiah whom they have been looking for so long.

Mr A: How are you going to do that?

GS: Why, through their own Scriptures. Do you ever read your Bible?

Enter Mrs Applebaum (not much more is heard from Mr A from this point on!)

Mrs A: I heard you conversation – my husband never worries about religion or the Bible, he believes that if we do unto others as they should do to us then the world would be very beautiful to live in.

GS: Yes, but then you have a soul to be saved, and only by the Messiah.

Mrs A: The Jewish religion is the best in spite of persecution and being a scattered people. We are still a nation.

GS: Yes, because He has chosen them to be His peculiar people and He has a purpose in their preservation.

Mrs A: My father and mother were very good Jews – strict – they taught us to love our religion; it is the best religion in the world.

GS: I know how beautiful our religion is but it is not religion we want. All people have some religion – Hindus, Buddhists etc. – it is Christ, the Messiah we need.

Mrs A: But do not missionaries do a lot of harm by going amongst the heathen.

GS: No, it is the people who go out representing the government who do harm.

Mrs A: Oh yes, I think you are right there. (the only ‘right’ she gave me (!))

We have been taught to honour and love the commandments.

GS: Yes, but do you keep them?

Mrs A: Yes, we keep the commandments.

GS: How can that be when your business is always open on Saturdays?

Mrs A: As we are scattered we have to mingle with all people and have regard to our neighbours. I cannot understand anyone believing that Jesus was the Messiah. When the Messiah comes there will be peace on earth.

Turning to some beautiful dahlias standing on the counter she said, “Aren’t they beautiful, the first from our garden.” I passed a complimentary remark and the conversation ended.

2. Meeting for Jewish mothers, Saturday afternoons

This was an early attempt to help those who had little opportunity to get together or study the Bible. There were musical items, singing, a Bible message & tea. Seven came to the first meeting but none came to the second, which is an all too familiar story. This meant revisiting all who had come to encourage them. It is uncertain how long this meeting lasted.

3. The Reading Room at the Mission Hall

This was an early venture and continued for many years. There was a window onto the street with a display of books and an open Bible. All sorts came in. Here are two samples:

Early 1931: A young Jewish man came into the reading room today. He came in as an enquirer - was deeply interested – said he was not content with Judaism. The teaching of Judaism was not of God but of the Rabbis – therefore he could not see anything substantial in it. He said that our mission could be of great value to Jews, if we could turn their thoughts to God and God alone, irrespective of Jesus. But of course I tried to explain to him that Jesus taught His disciples that “no man cometh unto the Father but by me,” and so we as missionaries go to our own people and must teach them the same, that is to say – in directing their thoughts to God – we must direct them through Jesus. To try and make it clearer I explained that there has always been a way of approach to God. The Jews in old days had sacrifices, now there was none of this, as it was all done by the atonement of the Lord Jesus Christ. He took some literature away with him and said he would like to return for further discussion. 

Mid 1932: Mr Phillips, the President of the Montefiore home, called in today for information regarding the mission. Each time I spoke to him about the Messiah he evaded the answer. One question he had was where were we getting the money from to pay for all these circulars and postage? I explained that Christians who loved the Jews and longed that they should know Jesus as their Messiah supported us. He said you are a Meshumad. Yes, I replied, I am a converted Jewess. Like all Jews, his idea of Christians and Gentiles was all confusion and he remarked that many Gentiles were becoming Jews. I doubted that. Then he asked, “Are you cutting much ice? You are not are you?” I told him the cutting has to be done by God by His Holy Spirit. “Don’t you think, he said, that you will come back to the fold?” I told him that I had found my way into the fold – although as a Jewess, I was half way towards it. He smiled and said, “Well, the 10 commandments are good enough for me. They are the way of God and have proved a great solace to me.” Later on he said, “I know of no happier man than the God-fearing Jew.” I replied, that is so, and they would be happier still could they have revealed to them that their long-looked for Messiah had come. We parted on friendly terms. He shook hands with me and said he had been pleased to meet me.

4. Meetings for refugees, 1939 onwards

The influx of refugees from Europe was catered for by several local organizations: Jewish ones and one Catholic one. The ladies initially focused on Hebrew Christians as they were ‘falling through the cracks’ and this drew other Jewish people in. Classes in English were started on two evenings a week, one evening a week for dressmaking and one evening a week for a Bible class. There was a Saturday afternoon meeting for young people with the teaching of elocution, music and the Bible. There is no record as to how long these arrangements continued.

5. Leah Black visiting Jewish people at home etc.

Leah had a basic weekday routine which was to visit people in the mornings, lead a Ladies’ Meeting in the afternoon and do preparation etc. in the evenings. If there was no ladies’ meeting she either continued visiting or returned to the Mission Hall. In the early days, when the people she went to see were fairly near, all travel was on her bicycle. She was a familiar sight as she headed off in all weathers from the Mission at 9.45am on her bike with a bag hung from the saddle containing her Bible and literature. In later years a car was provided – the eastern suburbs were a long way to pedal. Here is one encounter from her records and a summary one by Miss Stargatt.

MR AND MRS KING: They wanted to know what was in the New Testament. I discussed it with them and gave them two tracts, “How a Rabbi Found Peace” and the other on the whole of Isaiah 53. Mr. King, who was a heavy smoker and had suffered a few strokes, was convinced of the Truth and accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as his own personal Saviour. He later died in the Faith. Some years later I gave his widow a tract entitled “What is a Christian?” She said to me that she often thought about what I said. She too accepted the Lord as her Saviour and died some three years later of a tumour on the brain.

SMF report, 1979: Miss Black continues to have some very interesting opportunities through her personal contacts with the Jewish people; in her own words she says: ‘This personal work although hard is very rewarding. Sometimes there is no response but this is very little compared with the response that she does get; even in some business places a little time is given to listen to what she has to say. New Testaments are accepted or some interesting literature left when there is more time to stop and read. An elderly Jewess is reading the New Testament and asking the Lord to show her the truth at the same time is fearful of relatives finding out. A young Jewish lad now studying under a Rabbi was very surprised to know about Isaiah 53. A Jewish woman buys herself a Bible to read for herself, and at the same time is reading the book ‘Christianity is Jewish’’. Two Orthodox Jewish men were willing to listen to Miss Black while she unfolded to them Old Testament Scriptures. 

6. Contact via the witness of Gentile Christians

All who engage in Jewish mission are aware of the importance of this means of meeting Jewish people. I think most would agree that it produces more fruitful contacts than any other means. Here are some examples from Leah’s ministry. Some of these are an introduction via another Christian; others are a heart opened by a Gentile Christian’s love.

Rev. Dunstan was the Anglican minister at Waverley for many years and was a part-time hospital chaplain. He knew Leah Black well and frequently asked her to visit Jewish people in hospital. One example was a Hungarian Jewess whom Leah visited, gave a Hungarian Bible, and eventually led her to faith.

MR & MRS Z:  I have known this gentleman for many years. In his own country he had met a kind Christian couple who made a great impression on him and who loved the Jewish people.
 He attended the Orthodox Synagogue and used to stay behind with other men to discuss the Bible but he did not always agree with the Rabbis. He thought that Billy Graham’s ministry made good sound sense. It puzzled him that he could not find the Son of God in the Torah. I had many talks with his wife and she received a New Testament. Later she became very sick and had to enter hospital and whilst there she accepted the Lord as her own personal Saviour. I enquired how it came about. She related how many years ago, before they fled from Hungary in 1956, she was sick in hospital in Vienna. In the ward on one wall was a large cross. She said it caused her to think about Jesus.  I gave her a tract entitled “Why don’t the Rabbis Believe in Jesus?” She confessed that she believed what I said about Him but had many doubts and also that she prayed to Jesus. She died sometime later and I trust she found the Lord before He called her home.

MARGO: One day when I was going from door to door in the Bondi area I met this Jewish lady who said she believed in Jesus. She came to faith in the Messiah through listening to the Gospel over the radio. On my second visit I gave her a German Bible, as she was more familiar with that language. At one of our Christian meetings she gave her testimony to saving faith in the Messiah. It was a courageous thing to do for she was well known in the Jewish community and was often is trouble with her unbelieving husband. She had to hide her Bible from him, otherwise he would have torn it up.  Nevertheless, she followed the Lord all her days and died a Jewish Christian.

[N.B. 10 Jewish people professed faith at the1979 Billy Graham Sydney campaign.]

7. Typical Jewish responses mentioned in reports

Jews generally OK and good people compared to others/ No world peace, so no Messiah/ look at Christian behaviour!/ virgin birth? - impossible/ resurrection of Jesus? - unproven/ cruelty of cross – God wanted that?/ Jews should stay Jewish/ we have the best wisdom/ we should not change religion/ Jesus is the cause of all our problems.

8. Literature prepared

I am sure that many different items were used but 3 types recur frequently: personal testimony, Isaiah 53 & Jesus as the way of salvation, not works, mitzvot etc.

9. Meetings for Hebrew Christians

There was a strong emphasis on this aspect of the work judging by the various events organized. The need for them to encourage each other, and the need for their witness to their fellow Jews was seen as crucial. New believers were encouraged to hold a fellowship meeting on a Saturday evening in their home if circumstances permitted. This meant that there was one every fortnight in different homes. Friends and family were invited. There was a Sunday afternoon Bible fellowship meeting and those in the core group were Hebrew Christians; Jewish friends and family were invited.

10. Less frequent specials events

1. The annual picnic outing. There were musical items, singing, a message and tea. The core group seems to have been Hebrew Christians. Usually there were about 60 Jewish people present, some believers, some not, and other interested people.

2. House parties. There was usually one main one each year but some years there were several which were probably smaller. It is unclear what the activities were but the event does not seem to have been primarily evangelistic.

11. A summary of all activities of the NSWMJ in 1941

Note: this was before Miss Black joined, so it was Miss Stargatt alone in 1941.

Support meetings
   70

Prayer Circle meetings
 158

Tuesday Bible Class
 437 (total attendance)

Saturday afternoon Youth Meeting
   56 (total attendance)

Visits to Jewish homes
 116

Visits to hospitals
   22

Christmas outing
   65 (total attendance)

House parties
     5

Days of Prayer (one prior to YK)
     2

Literature personally distributed
 100 items

Literature posted
1046 items

New Testaments personally distributed
    40 items

New Testaments sent by post
1450 items

Gospels in Yiddish given personally  
    12 items

Gospels in German given personally  
      7 items

Hebrew Christian home meetings
     12

Some points to ponder

1. There are no quick fixes in Jewish evangelism (or any evangelism). These two ladies persevered imaginatively, in dependence on the Lord, and knew His blessing.

2. They worked as a team. We all need to mobilise others for both evangelism and support work and not try to do everything ourselves. This is especially so when establishing work in a new location.

3. They gathered Jewish believers for their spiritual growth, and as a witness.

4. They lived and ministered in the heady days of the return to the land of Israel but in fact it is rarely mentioned. The Gospel message of salvation from sin by a Saviour shone forth clearly.

5. They prayed, and organised many others into groups to pray with them.

