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The issue of identity is, as we know, a burning issue in the Messianic movement in Israel. In some ways that has been the case ever since the emergence of the modern Messianic movement in Israel in the 1950s and 60s. As we see the body of believers growing in the Land it is only natural for the diversity to grow and for the different groups of believers to try to articulate more clearly what it means for them to be a Messianic Jew in Israel today. 

In this short paper I want to focus on how the media as a representative of the non-believing society in Israel influences Messianic Jewish identity. This identity obviously does not develop in a vacuum. The sociological as well as theological self understanding is influenced by the society around it and of course by global trends. For that reason the Messianic Jewish identity in Israel is expressed in different ways than it is in the US or other places in the world. 

In the past few years, as the movement has grown in Israel, we have seen more and more interest from the media. Some of it may be characterized as hostile and some of it as neutral and some of it at times even almost positive. 

Traditionally, and largely due to the pressures of the orthodox anti-missionary groups, such as Yad Leachim, Messianic Jews have been presented as dangerous “missionaries”, in the worse sense of the word (i.e. people who seek to manipulate the weaker Jewish souls, by means of money or coercion, into betraying their Jewish faith and tradition and converting to Christianity), or presented as a foreign Christian cult, with endless funding and a hidden agenda from foreign Christian bodies. This type of terminology is frequently used in the religious Jewish press, but can also be seen in the secular “neutral” media. The HOT network, a major cable network in Israel, did a segment on the Jews for Jesus campaign in the Galilee last year, where the believers were labeled “missionaries” throughout the report.  This image of a secretive and subversive cult was also the picture which Yediot Ahronot tried to present when they sent an undercover journalist to play the role of a new believer and join a Tel Aviv congregation in August last year. 

On the other hand TV segments in the Israeli channel 1 and 2 among others reports on the Ortiz family bombing, the resent ten page article in the Jerusalem Post  called “A Leap of Faith” and articles published the major newspapers in connection with the public burning of New Testaments in Or Yehuda about a year ago, all presented the believers as “Messianic Jews”, gave them the opportunity to present themselves on their own terms with out any biased comments, and even criticized the religious groups opposing the movement, maintaining that these were normal Jews and Israelis, serving in the IDF, idealist who wished to help people in need and who happened to believe that Jesus was the Jewish messiah and that the New Testament is not an anti-Semitic book, but rather a good Jewish book. Israeli author, Meir Shalev wrote in Yediot Ahronot: 
As far as my experience is concerned, my reading of the New Testament led to a real strengthening. Yeshu was a good Jew - much better than the Shas members of Or Yehuda. He sought to cure the ills of the Judaism of his time, precisely as Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Amos did before him, and it's a great pity that the religious Jewish leadership of that time - corrupt and materialistic like that of Shas today - didn't listen to him. In short, I recommend to every person in Israel - secular and religious alike - to read the New Testament. Not everything in it is interesting, but you are promised a true Jewish experience."
In all the cases mentioned above, and in most other media coverage of Messianic Jews, it is evident that the believers interviewed are always responding to the accusations leveled by the religious community. The emphasis is often on being proper Jews, proper Israelis, loyal citizens, at times combined with purposely distancing oneself from the Church and Missions. For example in the 2007 Channel 2 segment about the believers in Yad Hashmona, Ayelet Ronen says: “We have nothing to do with the Church establishment”. In the same piece it is said that the believers “deny that they are involved in mission”, but in the next moment one of the believers says he gladly shares his faith. 

These instances are of course cases where there is a struggle for terminology, but whereas believers are very conscious of using Yeshua and not Yeshu, there are few attempts at redefining the Jewish religious and Israeli understanding of “mission” and “the Church”. Perhaps one has to choose ones battles and then the obvious one to fight is for the name Yeshua. 
At the same time I believe this whole issue challenges the growing body of believers in Israel, to be more conscious of how Messianic identity is presented and explained to the Israeli public. This is obviously closely linked to the challenge of defining ones identity and theology. How “Jewish” does a Messianic Jew need to be? Which “Judaism” are we talking about (Rabbinic Judaism or the Judaism of the first disciples)? What is our relationship to the worldwide Church? How do we relate to the calling to mission and evangelism?  

These questions need to be, and I believe are already, part of the reflection on which influences are shaping Messianic identity and theology; Biblical influences, Rabbinic Jewish influences, Western Protestant Christian influences, global cultural influences and the influences of modern Israeli society, specifically the media. 
These influences cannot be denied, but will hopefully be taken into account as the body of believers in Israel, continues to form its identity and theology and as we seek to communicate in one united voice the truth of the Gospel to Jews and non-Jews in Israel.  
