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By Jean-Paul Rempp
It is a joy and a privilege to welcome you all, as members of the LCJE CEO, for the second time in France.

Last time, I had tried to increase your awareness of the deep spiritual need of this country, and particularly in connection with Jewish evangelism in France. Today, I’ll concentrate on Jewish evangelism here since 2005, in order to respect the theme I have been assigned.

Yet it seems important to me to remind you that we are in a Catholic country, with 66 million inhabitants who have a strong tradition of secularism. Therefore it is in this kind of framework that we seek to bring the Gospel to the 600-700 000 French Jews. May I remind you that the French Jewish population ranks 3rd in the world, following the USA and Israel. The need is great indeed.

The number of Messianic Jews in France is estimated between 500 and 600, which is less than 1/1000 of the French Jewish population.

95% of these Messianic Jews are integrated in usual evangelical Protestant churches or assemblies. The other 5% are affiliated to the few often small existing Messianic assemblies.

My presentation on the theme is a synthesis of my own reflection, enriched by contributions and testimonies of most people working among the Jewish people in France. In spite of the short notice I gave them, they did their best to answer and communicate to me their analyses and concerns; they all assure you that they pray for this CEO meeting.

In 1970, there were only 760 evangelical churches in France, in 2005 there were 1850, and today there are 1900.

Do we observe the same progression in Jewish evangelism? I fear we don’t! Truly we can speak of stability, but I don’t notice really great progress.

a) What main difficulties stand out?

-
For the Messianic assemblies which are an ultra minority, the difficulty, paradoxically, comes first from the churches. Emmanuel Rodriguez writes: « We are rejected by various circles, as Messianic Jews, because of our practice and mainly by the fact that we mark our Jewish identity in our services… The relationship between the Messianic communities and the churches in France is appalling. We are criticized and rejected rather than supported. »
In a more qualified way, Guy Athia testifies: « … the relationships and exchanges with the churches and the Christians are diversely positive, from one area to the other. In Strasbourg, …the “breaks are pressed hard”, and the opposition still exists, even in a simple dialogue; however, by perseverance, the attitudes change slowly. This being said, there still is a long way to go. »
This does not remove anything from the traditional opposition from the Jewish communities: « A Jew who practices a ministry among the Jewish people is negatively looked upon by the rabbis and the Jewish community. We are reckoned as traitors, and in their eyes we are no longer Jewish (according to the rabbinic law) » (Emmanuel Rodriguez). Some, like Margaret Nurse, discouragingly notes that « the [damaging] influence of the Lubavitch Movement caused part of the Marseilles community to become closed to contacts with any who don’t share their ideas. »
-
Generally speaking, there is a consensus to acknowledge that evangelism among the Jewish people is far from being a priority on the churches’ agendas.

Personally, I can see three basic reasons for this:

(
First, the difficulty to announce the Gospel in general, and more particularly among the Jews, in the French context. I developed this point at the Eighth International Conference in Hungary in August 2007 (see my « Stories from France » in 22 August 2007 LCJE Booklet, pp. 245-248).

(
Secondly, the fact that we have in France the third Jewish population in the world, but in the same time a very high Arab population, with a North-African majority.
(
Thirdly, the great disparity in the societies working among the Jews, but also mainly because in the other Evangelicals’ eyes, some of them don’t appear to be soundly grounded theologically.

I personally think that there is a definite need for theological grounding, geared towards all those who have a heart for the Jewish people, or who show an interest in Israel, in one way or another. Some conceptions must be replaced by a solid bible-based teaching. In this respect I think that LCJE can play a uniting, as well as deepening part.

As for me, I reckon that an official representantive LCJE body in France could, at least in part, contribute in giving a better image of the societies working among the Jewish people in the eyes of the churches.
-
Finally, all those who work among the Jewish people in France unanimously recognize the practical difficulties of such a ministry.
In that, this type of ministry is representative of the difficulty most evangelical ministries in our country have just in surviving. The deep concern expressed by Guy Athia is significant in this matter: “…While we are thankful that until now we have been able to manage our missions more or less well, 2009 will again be a difficult year [financially], and some projects will most probably be postponed, as well, maybe, as salaries.” So, low finances, but also few workers: except for Jews for Jesus, I don’t know any organization who, having a heart for the Jews, employs more than one or two workers in France!
b) The key difficulties we presently face having been mentioned, what are now the recent years encouragements? Fortunately I can mention several:
-
First, several among us notice a greater opening among members of the Jewish communities: Emmanuel Rodriguez states that “the Jewish community is much more open to dialogue, understanding and relationship related to Messiah Jesus. I personally have many contacts with rabbis and the Jewish communities in Paris, which is very positive.”

He also notes that more and more Jews turn to the Lord, most of them coming from orthodox synagogues, and are not what is called « assimilated Jews », or people who have not known Judaism at all. It seems that Jews for Jesus observe similar things.
As for Margaret Nurse, she says that if her « visiting has slowed down in number… it has gained in quality », and it seems to her that nowadays, people are more earnest seekers and ask more genuine questions.
-
Then, even better ways of witness among Jewish circles are being developed and enhanced:

*
In Marseilles for instance, Joshua Haverland testifies that in his view, « striking up a friendship in synagogue, taking part in festivals, events, ceremonies, exhibitions, language or dance courses, etc … » is the best way of maintaining and developing a relationship with Jewish friends.

This is also what I experience in Lyon, where I regularly attend all kinds of commemorative, cultural and artistic events. My participation in such events gives me opportunities to extend my sympathy to the Jewish people and to show solidarity with them. It is a form of Christian love for one’s neighbour. I could give many examples of how these expressions of support also open doors for contact according to the circumstances.
Margaret Rees sums up this need of long term personal contact very well: « My conviction is to bring a testimony of the Good News of Messiah to the people who God brings across my path, to get them into the Scriptures and let the Word penetrate their heart and mind as a two edged sword. The Lord gives the openings as we stay faithful to him and faithful to the friends we meet in the Jewish community… I see that God touches the hearts of his people when they observe unconditional love and faithfulness towards them in us, who represent the Gospel.”
*
Complementary to the form of witness I just mentioned are endeavours like the outreach « The Living God and the People of the Book », that we organized in Lyon for eight days in May 2007. This remains a reference because these meetings were particularly adapted to welcome Jewish people in the most appropriate way as possible. In fact, we sought rather to awaken an interest and gain the trust of people, in view of going deeper later on at a personal level with those who wished, which seems to us increasingly important in the present French situation. It is no use having too high a profile and then shocking needlessly from the start, if no-one turns up and therefore no-one either with whom to discuss matters!

In order to deepen the content of such meetings, and the convictions grounding them, please see my article: « Outreach “Dieu Vivant et Peuple du Livre” », LCJE Bulletin, n° 88 (June 2007), pp. 4-5.

At any rate in Lyon, and in Christian Witness to Israel (CWI), we continue to think about such appropriate outreaches, as well as to promote and organize them.
-
The third encouragement these latest years, I think, are publications, already on the market or to come out in future. They are more varied, and on the whole are of high standard.
I think especially of Moïshe Rosen latest book, published by Jews for Jesus, or of Mitch Glaser’s, published by Chosen People Ministries.

At Christian Witness to Israel, I just finished writing a book called: Israel: 60 years, an outline for Evangelical Christians. I started this at the request of the French Evangelical Federation (FEF) Chairman, after a trip to Israel we made together. This trip had been organized by the French Evangelical Alliance (AEF), in the dynamic of the National Council of France Evangelicals (CNEF), for the delegation of the French evangelical churches going to attend Israel 60th anniversary celebrations. This book, addressed to all the diverse French Evangelicals, examines Israel on the points of view of people, faith and land. Its two parts are: the Jewish people and Judaisms, and the Land of Israel. Its purpose is to contribute to rooting the Evangelicals’ faith by tackling most essential questions they have on these topics.
-
The last encouragement I wish to mention is the recent or future opportunities to make ourselves known on the evangelical scene or to deepen our mutual fellowship:

*
Last November, Joëlle Ruben and Josué Turnil could join a panel on the theme: « Witnesses of Christ in a religious world », in the frame of the Evangelical Centre, a yearly get together of most French Evangelical leaders.

*
A study conference on Judaism, in co-operation with the Nogent Bible Institute, is being discussed. Its possible implementation is to be examined in the near future. It would involve most of the people being active in reaching out to Jews on French ground.
*
Finally, as already mentioned at the Eighth LCJE International Conference at Lake Balaton in Hungary, during the last few years, more or less regular meetings took place, gathering leaders of nearly all the Christian organizations in France which have a heart for the Jewish people.
Four of those attending were appointed to further reflect on a deeper cooperation between the societies we represent. Those four are respectively from Chosen People Ministries, Christian Witness to Israel, Jews for Jesus, and the Messianic Testimony. But, as Guy Athia rightly says, « the fact that all of us are over busy and geographically scattered does not further a closer, more intense, or above all more practical collaboration! »
In conclusion, I want to draw your attention on a last point: several correspondents did not like the word « evangelism » in the theme title: « Jewish evangelism in France since 2005 ». Two examples of this:
· One person responded by saying: « I find it hard to answer your question, for the theme “Jewish evangelism” does not suit me, and I don’t wish to be classified in this category. »
· Another said: « A Jew does not convert. When he meets Yeshua’ his Messiah, he becomes a completed Jew. The word ‘evangelize’ must be understood in the sense of talk, share, communicate, teach maybe, but not “evangelize” in the sense of convert. »
The motivations of such reactions can vary: particular sensitivity, cautiousness and wisdom in the choice of terms in a given context, or true theological questions: something to dig into…
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