"All These Efforts Were Fail ures":

Al liances of Hebrew Christi ans

In 1931, American church | eaders, |ed by m ssionary
statesman John Mdtt, convened a conference in Atlantic Cty,
New Jersey, to discuss the "Christian Approach to the Jews."

At their request, Charles Fahs, curator of Union
Theol ogi cal Sem nary's M ssionary Research Library, surveyed
Si xty-seven Jewi sh m ssion centers to determ ne exactly what
work was then in progress. Though synpathetic, Fahs
candidly offered his opinion of the "Hebrew Christian m nd":

the inmpression is received that the Jew sh

converts have | ost the sense of at-hone-ness with

the Jewi sh peopl e but have not yet achi eved such a

sense in the circles of Gentile Christians. The

result, with not a few such Hebrew Christians, is

t he devel opnent of an apol ogetic or defensive

attitude with both Jews and Christians.... In

ot her words, the inescapable conditions under

whi ch certain of these Hebrew Christians nust |ive

and work mlitate as yet against the full integra-

tion of their personalities.’

Fahs surveyed nmen who had been m ssionaries to the Jews
since the turn of the century. They typified Jew sh con-
verts of this period, and their profession placed them at
t he vanguard of the Anerican Hebrew Christian community.
This was nost certainly not the i mage sought by the
Hebrew Christians. On the contrary, turn-of-the-century
m ssionari es anxi ous to denonstrate the effectiveness of
their work showcased their converts. The Chicago Hebrew
M ssion, for exanple, paraded them before its annual neet-
ings to recount their conversion stories. The Mssion's
journal duly noted the "joy on their faces" and reported
t hat many supporters found the testinonies the "best part of
the neeting."” Certainly the obvious presence of Jew sh
Christians significantly bolstered the faith of gentile
believers who saw in thema portent of the second com ng.
. M Harris, a layman headi ng an organi zati on advocati ng
Jewi sh evangel i sm spoke for many when he opened the annual
nmeeting of Pittsburgh's New Covenant M ssion by noting that
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the "time was near at hand" when all Jews woul d be saved.’®
The speakers who foll owed included several Jewi sh Christians
affiliated with the | ocal m ssion.

Prosel ytes thus placed on pedestals, however, suffered
casualties. The United States, unlike England, featured a
| ar ge nunber of independent m ssion boards. New converts
often found thensel ves enpl oyed as m ssionaries regardl ess
of how much instruction they had in their faith. M ssionary
counci |l s di scussed the problem of inadequate training, but
could do little to prevent unqualified individuals from
taking the field, occasionally with disastrous results."
During the 1890s mmj or scandal s rocked Hebrew Christianity,”’
so nmuch so that mssion chronicler A E. Thonpson admtted
in 1902 that in Anmerica, "There has al so been an open field
for the few inposters [sic] ... who have gone fromcity to
city in the guise of converts, and have succeeded as com
pletely in prejudicing both Jews and Chri stians agai nst
Jew sh gonverts as they have in securing synpathy and assi s-
tance. "

Under these clouds, Hebrew Christians took the first
steps toward foundi ng an organi zati on which coul d represent
their interests. Twenty-five converts gathered in Boston in
May, 1901, to attend the "Hebrew Messianic Conference”
sponsored by Dr. E. S. Niles, an eccentric physician and
avid supporter of Jewi sh missions. He apparently hoped the
nmeeting would provide a platformfrom which he could propa-
gate Messi ani c Judai sm a theology not unlike that of the
| ate Twentieth Century, which he believed woul d make conver -
sion nore palatable to Othodox Jews. N les unfortunately
i gnored the many prosel ytes who found Christianity appealing
preci sely because it renoved fromthemthe necessity of
keeping the Law, and few of the m ssionaries showed enthusi -
asmfor his doctrine. Rather it had the opposite effect of
further alienating them N les, they felt, raised the
unconfortabl e specter of "Gentile Christians, who have no
conception of [the Law s] burden and irksoneness, [insist-
ing] that their Hebrew Christian friends shall still groan
under its yoke of bondage."’ This unsettling vision com
pelled five participants to fashion a conmttee with the
avowed intention of formng "a Union, or Alliance, anong
t hose who have been |l ed out of Judaisminto the full 1ight
of the Gospel."’

To Louis Meyer, appointed secretary, fell the principal
organi zational duties. In 1901 this young German inmm grant
had just begun his pastoral career in Hopkinton, |owa.
Educated as a physician before his conversion, his inpres-
sive schol arshi p appeal ed to Anericans, and several of his
articles had al ready appeared in the respected M ssionary
Review of the Wrld. He was beconm ng an acknow edged and
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wel I known spokesnman for Jew sh Christianity, but he ap-
proached his new task with nore than a little trepidation
The scandal s of the previous decade still hung over the
Hebrew Christian community, and internecine feuds continued.
From his historical studies, Myer knew that Jew sh Chris-

tians had founded several small associations or brotherhoods
t hroughout the nineteenth century. He did not find their
exanpl e encouraging: "All these efforts were failures, and
none existed nore than two years."® Nothing that had tran-
spired in the previous decade convinced himthat the current
novenent woul d fare any better

Only in Novenber of 1902 did Meyer gather enough cour-
age to send out a letter to converts inviting themto an
organi zational neeting the following July. He wote that he
feared "all the difficulties in the way" of Hebrew Christian
unity, but he pointed out that the potential benefit of
nmut ual fell owship outweighed the threat of quarrels. Addi-
tionally, he noted that the Church, seeing signs of amty,
woul d no | onger consider Jew sh m ssions "an unsuccessf ul
and a hopeless work." Still he finished with a warning:
"But let us, lastly, call your attention to the fact a cl ose
alliance of Hebrew Christians is the only way in which we
can oppose, and perhaps control, the nunerous frauds and
vagabonds who, posing as converts, nmartyrs, or m ssionaries,
are undoubtedly the greatest hindrance in the way of Jew sh
M ssions. "™

To his surprise and pl easure, Meyer received 439
responses to his letter, only two of which opposed the pro-
posed gat hering.' Wien the neeting was actually schedul ed
for the Mountain Lake Park conference grounds in Mryl and,
however, only thirteen "del egates” could arrange to cone.
Despite the disappointing nunbers, Meyer decided to proceed,
and those who eventual ly attended broadly represented the
American Hebrew Christian community as it was constituted at
the tine. Only two were not directly involved in sone form
of Christian mnistry to Jewish immgrants. Mst were
i mm grants thenselves. They counted at |east nine different
denom nati ons anong them and several would play key roles
in defining Hebrew Christianity over the next few decades.

As Meyer had feared, the wde diversity of opinion and
background anong the del egates engendered nore than a little
strife. H's own actions contributed significantly to the
problem Despite his witten call for unity, as a Presby-
terian mnister he joined with the Lutheran Rev. A R
Kul dell in refusing to participate in a joint conmunion
service |l ed by Hebrew Christians of other denominations. "
Havi ng thereby denonstrated the priority of Christian doc-
trinal distinctions over Jew sh bl ood, Meyer went on to
di spl ay an annoyi ng and pedantic tendency to correct those
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who trespassed on his statistical and historical preserve.
Harry Zeckhausen, a nuch respected physician with the New
York City Mssion, felt Meyer's sting when he cited what the
German schol ar branded "absol utely m sl eadi ng" nunbers in
support of an argunment that Jew sh baptisns were increasing.
Meyer next chal | enged Anbos Dushaw, a student at Uni on Theo-
| ogi cal Sem nary, for presenting "certain views reflecting
nodern thought” in his address on m ssion nethods. Myer's
affiliation with conservative American Christians nmade
itself evident in his denunciation of the "destructive
criticisnt which the seminarian enpl oyed. ™

Despite these apparent differences between del egates,
unity rermained the thene of the conference, and around
certain central propositions it could be achieved. Kul del
voi ced these in an opening address suggesting reasons "why
Hebrew Chri stians should unite.” They needed first to
remenber Israel, "the rock fromwhich we are hewn." Though
t hey had di savowed "our people's unbelief,” Kuldell demanded
that they remain Jewish. "Qur nation,” he argued, stands
unique in God's plan of the ages.... O all the nations
ours is the only one that owes its birth to a mracle.""
Kul dell's citation of Israel's purpose struck a responsive
chord anmong his fellow del egates. He next pointed out that
Hebrew Christians required a united testinony if they were
to have any influence on their own people, particularly in
| ight of contenporary Zionismwhich distracted fromspiri-
tual concerns. Finally, he argued, the Church needed Hebrew
Christians. Only they could bridge the gap between Chri s-
tians and Jews and resolve the enmty existing toward an
"unassim |l ated foreign elenent in an organi c body" of the
Christian world.®

The vision of Hebrew Christians | eading Jews and Chri s-
ti ans toget her under the banner of Christ obviously appeal ed
to these nen, and the grow ng influence of dispensationalism
gave anpl e reason for hope that sonething of this sort could
actually cone about. Hyman Jacobs, a Presbyterian convert,
i nvoked the signs of the tines when he noted, "The | ast
fifty years have seen an unusual awakeni ng anong the Jew sh
race.” |If the delegates wished to capitalize on this trend,
they needed to "l ove one another, ... rejoice in the suc-
cess, estimate the good qualities, and overlook the infirm -
ties of each other." In this spirit, they passed a mld
resolution "that steps be taken to purify the ranks of
Hebr ew Chri stians" of inposters and frauds,' but they did
not go so far as to discuss any nmeans for bringing this
about. Instead, they allowed thenselves to be distracted by
the nore prom nent threat of Messianic Judaism
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This controversial theology clained few adherents, but
even so, a provocative speech by Mark Levy consuned an
entire afternoon. In doing so, it exercised the del egates
far nore than the potentially devastating problem of scandal
within their ranks. At his public |ecture, Levy advocated
t he mai ntenance of Jew sh culture and nore. Taking the
of fensive, he claimed that all converts should be all owed,
even encouraged, to maintain as nuch of the Law as did not
directly contradict the New Testanent. This in itself
guar anteed controversy, but Levy fanned the flanes further
wWith his insistence that his cowrkers' feeble commtnent to
Jewi sh culture derived nostly fromtheir fear of church
| eaders who paid their salaries. His disclainmer that |aw
keepi ng had nothing to do with sal vation pal ed beside the
nmore inflammatory verbiage.”™ The Conference Mnutes dryly
noted that, "A short discussion followed this address, the
brethren taking issue with Bro. Levy as to the 'expediency’
of the 'nethods' he advocated."' Dushaw, ever the progres-
sive liberal, spoke for nost when he pointedly denounced
"the return to cerenpnialism"” by which he neant the prac-

tice of the Law. "Wat would we think," he asked rhetori -
cally, "of a man who on being dragged out of a pit, should
i mredi ately go back in again?"®* Kuldell, Meyer and Maurice

Ruben, a local Jewi sh Christian m ssionary, as editors of
the Mnutes, printed Levy's text "only after the nost seri-
ous consideration" and then with a |l engthy caveat noting
that he "stood alone in his teaching,” and that American
churches had never prohibited converts from observing the
Law. They carefully noted that justification came solely
"through faith in Christ without the deeds of the Law, " and
argued that their Jewish nationality derived fromtheir
birth, having nothing to do wth observance or non-obser-
vance of cerenonies. They insisted that the keeping of the
Law woul d produce no acceptance froma Jew sh conmunity
mhichﬂostracized themfor their Christianity and not hing

el se.

The editors all owed Levy to append an "answer," pasted
into sone copies of the Mnutes, reiterating his position.
In his own defense, Levy pointed out that Brooklyn m ssion-
ary Leopold Cohn "who was present at the Conference (later)"”
shared his point of view on the issue. He charged that the
editors ignored his use of the Pauline precedent that they
nmust becone "as Jews ... to gain the Jews" and "as under the
Law ... to gain themthat are under the Law." He resur-
rected the enbarrassing fact that Meyer and Kul del |, by
refusing to share comruni on, placed their positions as
pastors of gentile congregations above their loyalty to
their Jewi sh brothers. This act "weakens our Hebrew Chris-
tian brot herhood" and provi ded yet another reason for con-
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verts divided by concerns not central to Hebrew Christianity
to unite in their Jew shness. Meyer, Kuldell and others
coul d be separated by issues of theol ogy, but having been
born Jews, they would just as surely die Jews, a detail Levy
i nsi sted they renenber.?

Despite Levy's entreaties, the del egates refused to
endorse his views. They did not wish to reject their Jew sh
roots, but the radicalismof Messianic Judaismplaced it too
much on the fringes of Christian orthodoxy, and ideol ogues
such as Niles and Levy had limted influence within Anerican
Christendom The missionaries al so recogni zed, as Levy
charged, that the dispensationalists who financially under-
wote Jew sh mssions would not find nuch to admire in a
Judai zed Christianity. Mich to be preferred was the tack
taken by Louis Meyer who, excited by the possibilities of
uni on, trunpeted the Conference fromhis literary pulpit in

M ssionary Review. It was, he proclainmed, "the npst
encour agi ng sign perceived in Jewi sh m ssion work for many
years." Even so, Meyer asserted the broader utility of a

| egion of Jewi sh Christians. Witing in a publication
designed for mnisters and mi ssion | eaders, Meyer portrayed
proselytes as a kind of fifth columm anong the world's

heat hens whose conversion could only aid the nmassive worl d-
wi de mssionary effort: "For when the Jewi sh believers in
Christ, scattered over the whole world and found in every
condition of life, are thus banded together for earnest
Gospel effort, we nmay | ook for the onward nmarch of the
Gospel not only anong the Jews, but al so anong the

heat hen. " *

Meyer's hopes for a "Hebrew Christian Alliance" to
bring together such a m ssion would not be realized, at
| east not immediately. Wthin a few nonths, the tensions
exposed at the Conference got the better of an Executive
Comm ttee conposed of veteran m ssionaries Zeckhausen, Cohn,
Philip Sidersky and J. R Lewek. Forty years |ater Zeck-
hausen spoke cryptically of an unspecified "disagreenent as
to the policy" which precluded further progress.” Whatever
the nature of the disputes, plans for a second neeting were
i ndefinitely postponed. The 1901 gathering had clearly re-
veal ed antagoni snms within Hebrew Christianity which would be
difficult to overcone.

The failure to establish an alliance rel egated npst
participants in the 1903 conference to obscurity, at |east
for the next few years. Louis Meyer, whose career peaked in
t he ensui ng decade, stood out as an exception. Hi s appoint-
ment as Field Secretary of the Chicago Hebrew M ssion as-
sured himhigh visibility, and his famliarity with the
United States and with dispensationalist theol ogy gained him
access to church |l eaders. H s nanme became conmonpl ace at
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Christian neetings, and he reportedly "made a big hit with
the | arge audience" at Torrey's first Bible conference in
W nona Lake, Indiana.®” In 1908, he achieved the further
honor of being nanmed assistant editor of Mssionary Review
of the World.”

VWil e Meyer never criticized other m ssionaries pub-
licly, his fellow Hebrew Christians felt |ess gratitude than
resentnment at his German background and education. These
not only insulated Meyer fromghetto life, they all owed him
a status within the church that was unavail able to Eastern
Europeans. This did not endear himto prosel ytes who prided
t henmsel ves on their cultural heritage. It did not help that
his friends knew himas a rationalist who as a student had
been "sonetinmes even ashamed of his Jewish birth."* Meyer's
booki sh and critical personal manner further alienated
potential coll eagues, provoking yet greater resentnent at
the respect accorded one who had never had the experience of
bei ng a "greenhorn"™ in American society.

The sinmering feud broke into the open as Meyer becane
involved in a nove by the Presbyterian Church to begin
Jewi sh mission work. In 1909, several years after the
Hebrew Christians' failure to forman alliance, the Church
charged its Hone M ssion Departnment of Inmmgration to de-
vel op an approach to Anerica's grow ng nunbers of Jew sh
immgrants. Proselytes cautiously wel coned the participa-
tion of a major denomnation in the field, but they wanted
one of their own appointed to head or at |east advise those
| eading the effort. Charles Stelzle, supervisor of the
Departnment of |Inmm gration, gave them grounds for hope,
because he plainly wished to consider the attitudes of
Jewi sh Christians. To prepare hinself, Stelzle, who took
pride in his understanding of inmgrant peoples, toured
Eur opean m ssions to Jews. There, however, he denonstrated
little synpathy toward the evangelistic approach. Stelzle
had worked on the Lower East Side for years and believed
Jews possessed a high noral character. Nothing he saw in
Eur ope di ssuaded himfromthis view.

During this trip | visited practically every orga-

ni zation of the kind in the larger cities and

interviewed many of their |eaders, and | was con-

vinced that they were practically all of them
failures. Their social and nedical work was to be
commended, but only on a broad humanitarian basis,

just as it mght be for any other group of people.

The religious aspects of their activities, howev-
er, seened to nme to be extrenely questionable.?
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Nevert hel ess, Meyer eagerly anticipated a schedul ed neeting
between Stelzle and fifty mssionaries.® After his European
tour, however, Stelzle inforned the gathering that he was
"al t oget her opposed to Jewi sh mssions,” and that it was
"fatal to try to make a poor Protestant out of a good Jew. "
Though he recogni zed that many Presbyterians, out of a
concern for prophecy, felt the church should establish such
a work, Stelzle effectively blocked any extensive funding of
a mission work.* In his colum, Meyer tried to paper over
t he disaster.

No definite outward results were achi eved and no

resol utions were passed, yet we consider it the

nost successful conference ever held in the United

States on Jewish Mssions. It clearly showed that

the differences of opinion of Christian workers

anong the Jews in Anerica are very small as far as

nmet hods of work and the relation of Christian Jews

to the Church are concerned, and that the vast

majority of those present believed that ... such
keepi ng of national custons is non-essential in
the missionary work anong the Jews....*

Per haps Meyer could afford sone optim sm because he seened
to have again profited fromhis background. Later that

year, Meyer |left the Chicago Hebrew M ssion to take charge
of the Jewi sh work of the Board of Honme M ssions of the
Presbyterian Church in the U S A Oher Jew sh Christians
qui ckly expressed shock that such a prestigious post should
be given to a man with virtually no day-to-day experience in
American immgrant conmunities. A stormof opposition soon
devel oped.

Philip Sidersky, founder of the small, nondenom nati onal
Emanuel Christian Mssion, |led the assault, sending an open
letter to Meyer with copies to the press and to the Rev.
Stelzle. H s tone was frank and brutal as he criticized
Meyer’s failure to live anong his own Jewi sh peopl e.
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