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The modern day Messianic Jewish movement has its origins in the United States in the late 

1960s and early 1970s when pioneer families such as the Chernoffs saw the need for an 

authentically Jewish expression of faith in Yeshua as Messiah. As with all movements, 

however, it didn’t descend fully formed from heaven. Perhaps in those days it was a radical 

enough idea to suggest that not only could Jews retain their Jewish identity while believing in 

Yeshua, but that they could also, nay ought, to express that Jewish identity within the safe 

confines of a Messianic Jewish congregation. As such there were very many battles with the 

old guard of the Hebrew Christian movement who saw the Church, not synagogues, as the 

place where Jewish believers should gather. Accusations of erecting the so-called middle wall 

of partition and going back under the Law were flung in the direction of the new movement 

by the old Hebrew Christians thus illustrating the  eternal truth that change often elicits fear 

and reactionary anger in those who do not understand why it is necessary. Needless to say 

the fledgling movement had many things to consider.  What would be its precise relationship 

to the Gentile Church?  Was it to be a Jewish mission to the Jews along the lines of Inuit 

missions to the Inuit? A special interest group among many special interest groups? Or did 

Messianic Judaism have a more profound purpose with regard the whole of humankind? 

Indeed, these existential questions were nowhere more pointedly posed and personified in 

the flesh by the presence of non-Jews who increasingly desired to be part of the new 

movement. The many non-Jews who knocked on the doors of the new Messianic 

congregations must have caused great bewilderment and not a little fear too among those 

who answered their call. What to do? Let them in and risk them watering down or perhaps 

perverting the Messianic Jewish experience? If one of the primary purposes of the new 

Messianic Jewish congregations was to reach out evangelistically to our Jewish people, to  

present Yeshua as it were with a Jewish voice, then it was entirely possible that these non-

Jews would hinder that objective. Indeed, what if they were swamped by non-Jews? What 

would happen to the Jewish character of the movement? In fact, these fears had some 

historical basis. Messianic Jews remembered what had happened to the movement in the first 

century when the success of evangelism among the Gentiles brought in millions of non-Jews 

who eventually, with the Church Fathers, took over the faith, with catastrophic results for the 

Jewish people. Over time the new movement cogitated on these issues, with their theologies 

ultimately being guided by as much by an instinctive fear of the presence of the non-Jew as 

to two thousand years of Christian exegesis. The result of course was that the movement 

settled on an uneasy, and, so it now appears to us, un-Scriptural compromise.  And that is 

that the non-Jew might only be permitted into Messianic Jewish congregations in small 

numbers so as to protect the Jewish identity and outreach of the new movement. 

Furthermore, those lucky enough to be admitted would only be permitted to express the 

Jewishness of their faith in token ways. Thus in many congregations to this day non-Jews are 

dissuaded from observing mitzvot. In many places they are not permitted to wear tallitot or 

kippot.  Neither may they or their children receive b'rit milah. They may not celebrate Pidyon 

HaBen or be bar or bat mitzvahed. They may not have voting rights or positions of authority 

in certain Messianic congregations or organisations, and even in those which do permit this 
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they are not allowed to assume Jewish titles. Thus the absurdity of the non-Jewish so-called 

'Messianic Pastor' leading a Messianic Jewish synagogue was created. Under no 

circumstances might a non-Jew – even one who had lived the Messianic lifestyle for many 

years and who might otherwise be seen as a Jew in every respect – consider him or herself to 

have become Jewish. This is a compromise that many of us who had contact with the IAMCS 

in latter years became increasingly aware of and felt very uncomfortable with, and I am 

certain that my own journey to a theology of conversion began in direct response to this 

contact. Comments made on the IAMCS Rabbis forum and certain teaching at the IAMCS 

Rabbis conferences which I attended shocked me. I was alarmed when leaders of the 

movement taught the need to weed out non-Jews from those seeking to join their 

congregations. They spoke of the need to maintain a numerus clausus within their 

synagogues whose sole purpose was to maintain arbitrarily set majorities of born Jews as 

against non-Jews. Flippant comments to the effect that the place of the non-Jew isn't in the 

Messianic congregation and that these non-Jews should be sent to the local Baptist church 

instead upset me. Other leaders made comments to the effect that the Church should send 

the Messianic movement its Jews while the Messianic movement would reciprocate by 

sending the Church any non-Jews that came its way. Many spoke disparagingly of Rut-like 

non-Jews who knocked on the doors of their synagogues as 'Jewish wannabees'. All in all I 

received the distinct impression that many of these leaders only valued the non-Jews in their 

congregations for their pecuniary support because in almost every other way they were 

treated as second class citizens. For all intents and purposes therefore the non-Jew in the 

Messianic movement has historically been treated as 'a square peg in a round hole'. However 

much he or she may have been allowed to assimilate into the Messianic Jewish movement 

the ultimate message they have been given by the movement is that they may never 

completely fit in. 

 

On reflection this theology of exclusion actually rests upon the idea, which is shared by both 

Christians and many Jews, that Jewish and non-Jewish identity is racially defined. Traditionally 

Judaism says that one’s Jewishness is inherited from your mother, and if your mother ain’t a 

Jew, neither are you! But this idea is erroneous. It is neither Biblical, nor does it reflect the 

historical fact that over the millennia the Jewish people have welcomed millions of non-Jews 

into their midst as converts. It is somewhat ironic therefore, is it not, for descendants of 

converts to tell potential converts that they cannot be Jews because they weren’t born Jewish. 

The racial definition of Jewishness is particularly prevalent among Jews whose practice of 

Judaism is tenuous, so they can eat bacon, and live just like everyone else but fall back in 

their minds upon the idea that nothing that they can do can affect their Jewish status. 

Perhaps they are haunted by the fear that if one can become a Jew through identification, as 

the theology of conversion teaches, then perhaps the reverse could be true too? In any case 

the racial definition of Jewishness is also entrenched in the Christian Church, and especially by 

Hebrew Christians whose practice of Judaism is tenuous to say the least.  Of course this racial 

definition of Jewishness is often combined in the Christian mind with the pejorative 

assumptions of two thousand years of replacement theology which, in a nutshell declared 
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that to be Jewish was bad, to be a Gentile was good. After all, they said, God had transferred 

all the promises and blessings that were due to Israel to the Gentile Church - the so-called 

New Israel or the Israel according to faith not the flesh. As this was so Judaism and 

Jewishness was more of a curse than a blessing and thus Jewishness was a condition that one 

had to be saved from. Christian missions to Jews, if they did not result in forced conversions 

or death, were intent on rescuing the Jewish soul by making good Christians out of them, 

liberating them from the Law so that they could live just like everyone else in the Christian 

world. While the new Messianic Jewish movement of the 1970s and 80s said a resounding NO 

to all this, that they were not ashamed to be Jewish and that their Judaism was not something 

that they needed saving from, it still held to a racial definition of Jewish identity.  

 

And yet the history of our people denies this. The truth is that, as today so also from the 

earliest times, non-Jews have not only been drawn to the Jewish people and to Judaism, but 

they have become part of the Jewish people. The Scriptures are full of accounts of non-Jews 

who became Jews. Kalev, the mixed multitude, Yitro, Rachav the prostitute, the Persians in the 

time of Ester and so on and so forth, are attested to have made the transition to Jewish 

identity. And of course who could forget Rut, the Moavite, who uttered those wonderful 

words of total identification, “Don’t press me to leave you and stop following you; for 

wherever you go, I will go; and wherever you stay, I will stay. Your people will be my people 

and your God will be my God.” These are, of course, a conscious echo of God’s own choice of 

the Jewish people, who said in Yirmeyahu 30:22, “You will be my people, and I will be your 

God.” Rut became the great grandmother of King David, from whom the Mashiach was 

descended. The Messianic Writings too attest to the practice of conversion. The outpouring 

of the Ruach HaKodesh in Acts 2 was witnessed by “Jews by birth and proselytes” (Acts 2:11). 

Indeed Kefa addressed all in that crowd as “Men of Israel” and “brothers”. Among the three 

thousand saved on that day were large numbers of proselytes and Acts 6:5 makes specific 

mention of “Nicholas, who was a proselyte from Antioch” as being among those in the 

highest positions of authority within the fledgling movement. Rav Shaul wrote extensively 

along the theme of conversion, using the imagery of wild olive branches being grafted in to 

convey the truth that faith in Yeshua transforms so absolutely that one’s peoplehood is 

changed. Indeed, the Ephesians were to remember their former condition, Gentiles by birth, 

lost and far off, estranged from Israel, foreigners to the covenants, but now, through 

Mashiach, they had been  “brought near”, “no longer foreigners and strangers”, “fellow-

citizens”. He likewise reminded the Corinthians that they “used to be Gentiles” - past tense, 

and the Galatians that “if you belong to the Messiah, you are seed of Avraham and heirs 

according to the promise.” According to the esteemed scholar Rabbi Joshua Garroway, “the 

premise of Paul’s mission was that Gentiles should be reckoned as authentic, circumcised, 

ethnic Jews because of the transformation wrought in them as a result of their faith…. In 

Paul’s mind, at least, his charges were Jews, not Christians, which is why he identifies them 

not only as ‘descendants of Abraham’ but also as ‘Israel,’ as ‘the circumcision,’ and… as ‘Jews.’ 

Not ‘spiritual’ descendants of Abraham or ‘spiritual’ Israel, a qualification that Paul never 
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employs because on his reckoning they are the genuine article: the descendants of Abraham, 

the Israel.”   

 

When Scripture is read correctly it is revealed that it is not Jews that need saving from 

Judaism and Jewishness; on the contrary, the mode of movement is not the Jews to the 

Gentile world, nor of Judaism to Christianity, but of Gentiles to Judaism; which is why, today, 

upon realising this, there are increasing numbers of Messianic Jewish synagogues and 

movements which are embracing the theology of conversion. The answer to the non-Jews 

knocking on our doors is not separatism; it is not to send them away to the nearest Church, 

whether through fear or prejudice, but to realise the ancient calling of the Jewish people to 

be a light to the Goyim and let them in. Messianic synagogues must help non-Jews come to 

understand that their faith transforms to the uttermost, and that includes their peoplehood. 

“For you used to be Gentiles” and “remember your former condition you Gentiles by birth,” 

said Rav Shaul. Moreover, “if anyone is united with the Messiah, he is a new creation — the 

old has passed; look, what has come is fresh and new!” For the non-Jew this means that he or 

she is born again to a new identity among God’s ancient people. For many people the 

process by which this is realised and processed mentally, emotionally and spiritually may be a 

long one. But we’re not in any hurry! However long it takes for someone to realise this is as 

long as a piece of string. Some people may be so steeped in the legacy of Christian teaching 

that they may never get it; but others will get to a point in life in which they, like Rut, feel 

ready willing and able to say ‘yes’ to what God has done and take hold of their new identity.  

 

That is why today we are marking the significant steps that Marcus and Anna have made in 

this respect. Marcus and Anna are thinking, questioning people. When they take steps, such 

as those they are taking today, they are deliberate and fully understood - and these steps are 

toward fully realising their Jewish identity. Being obedient to the mitzvah given to Avraham 

that his descendants be circumcised in their flesh as a sign of the covenant, Marcus recently 

underwent b’rit milah. Later today their son, Shlomo, will also likewise be welcomed into the 

covenant. So too also, in a mark of their new identity, Marcus and Anna are henceforth 

adopting Hebrew names by which they will be known in Israel as Yisrael and Chana. The 

practice of adopting a new name to reflect a change in identity as a result of spiritual growth 

is an ancient and Biblical one. Thus Avram became Avraham, Sarai became Sarah, Hoshea 

Ben Nun became Yehoshua, Shimon became Kefa and so on and so forth. The custom of 

changing one’s name is referred to in the Talmud as meshanneh shem and it is stated that by 

doing so one may change ones fate. In the case of converts this is particularly true in that the 

change of name is a recognition of a change of fate, from being a Gentile by birth to being a 

son or daughter of Avraham and being included among Israel’s many thousands. Indeed, if I 

may say so, the names by which Marcus and Anna will be known are great choices! Yisrael 

was a man who endured and overcame many significant challenges in his life. He wrestled 

with man and God and won, and because of this Hashem changed his name from Yaakov to 

Yisrael. Chana means compassionate or gracious. Chana was the mother of the prophet 

Shmuel, which we hope is a portent of good things to come for baby Shlomo!  
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So we say to you both, Yisrael and Chana, baruchim ha baim b’shem Adonai - welcome in the 

name of the Lord!   

 

Yisrael and Chana say the Shehechianu together: 

 

Baruch atah Adonai Elohenu melech ha olam shehecheyanu vkeymonu vhigianu lazman 

hazeh. 

Blessed are You O L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, who has kept us in life, sustained us, 

and enabled us to reach this day. 

 

Baruch atah Adonai Elohenu melech ha oalm shey-hakol b'rai lech b'oro. 

Blessed are You, O L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, Creator of everything for Your glory! 

 


