“My loved one had a vineyard on a fertile hillside. ..
and he builf a watchtower in it.” Isaiah 5:1-2

Israel and Yeshua is a Festschrift celebrating the tenth anniversary of Caspari Center
for Biblical and Jewish Studies. A biblical-style watchtower in the land of Israel
illustrates the aim of the Center — to provide a vantage point, in Jerusalem, from
which to support the Messianic-Jewish remnant who confess Yeshua/Jesus as
Messiah, to live in open dialogue a nd witness with the Jewish people of today, and
to remind the church worldwide of its biblical and Jewish roots.

This collection of articles casts light on a number of aspects of Messianic Judaism
and Christian presence in Israel, today and in the past. Provoking questions are
raised by Messianic Jews, Jewish rabbis, an Arab Christian, and expatriate
theologians who have ministered in Israel.

What are the ramifications of the presence of Jesus-believing Jews in Israel, for the
church as well as for the Jewish people? Which theological questions must be
discussed as this movement ventures to navigate the troubled waters between
church and synagogue? This book uncovers roots from the Bible, from the early
church and its reformation offspring, and from various Jewish traditions —
questioning presuppositions within the diverse groups involved with or reacting
to a Jewish Camp Yeshua, which is once again raising its voice in the land of the
Bible after an interval of fifteen hundred years.
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Messianic Jews
and the Modern Zionist Movement

Gershon Nerel

ociologist B.Z. Sobel, in his article “TheTools of Legitimation - Zionism and
the Hebrew Christian Movement”,' presents the following theory:

The long-term objective of Hebrew Christianity’s adoption of Zionism is the

legitimation of Christianity as a valid mode of Jewish existence, but its shorter or

tactical goal is the acceptance (by Jews) of ewish believers in Chﬂgt as “bona fide

Jews uzrho differ from their fellows only in regard to their interpretation of the faith of

Israel.

For proving this thesis, the key-words used by Sobel are: agoptian, assimilation,
affirmation and embracing of Zionism by Hebrew Christianity. In the body of the
article, Sobel claims that the “usurpation” of Zionism by modern disciples of
Jesus (Yeshua in Hebrew) served as a tool to achieve both evangelistic gains and
legitimation for themselves and for their form of Christianity.

However, Sobel does mention the parallel emergence of modern Hebrew
Christianity and Zionism that pointed to a joint destiny for the two. Nevertheless,
his basic conclusion remains that Zionism was “courted” by Messianic Jews (or
Hebrew Christians) on a pragmatic organizational level, and in so doing, from
within, it “afforded entry to an area that had captured the imagination of so
many Jews.”* .

De-legitimation, which is the attitude of normative Judaism towards Jewish
believers in Jesus, seems to have influenced the way Sobel reasoned and searched
after “tools of legitimation” in the relations of Hebrew Christians /Messianic
Jews with the Zionist movement, Actions and ideas, which in themselves are
bona fide, are interpreted as desperate and opportunistic adoption of ”tupls” for
achieving legitimation, when expressed by Hebrew Christians. Therefore, it seems

B e

Gershon Nerel is a Ph.D. candidate at the Hebrew University of Jer}n;alem. The
subject of his research Is the history and theology of the Messlanic-Jewish (Hebrew~
Christian) movement in the Land of Israel in our century. He resides at Moshav Yad
Hashmonah in the Judean Hills.



76 Gershon Nerel

to me that Sobel subconsciously approached Hebrew Christians/Messianic Jews
while still having these concepts in mind. Otherwise, he should have mentioned
the constant efforts of secular Zionism to gain support and even legitimation
from various religious Messianic circles, both Jewish and Christian.* However,
no one can deny the fact that political Zionism and Messianic Judaism were both
seeking to have their world-views and status accepted as normal within Jewish
_ society.s

Another fact should also be mentioned. Not all modern Jewish disciples of
Jesus belong to one large monolithic camp of adherents to the Zionist vision - to
rebuild in our days the Jewish Homeland in Eretz Yisrael. Some of them are
non-Zionists, while others would even define themselves as anti-Zionists, who
wish to solve the “Jewish problem” solely on spiritual grounds or on territories
located outside historical Zion.”

Essence of Messianic Zionism

How then should we regard the prolonged relationship between Jewish disciples
of Jesus and the Zionist movement? My own reply is, first of all, to recognize the
basic irrelevance of Sobel’s claim of an “opportunistic and utilitarian” approach
which focuses on “tools of legitimation”, to which his article refers. Those Hebrew
Christians who enthusiastically expressed Zionist aspirations, in word or in deed,
did so from an inherent belief rooted in their understanding of biblical prophecy.
In fact, their Zionism, which often integrated political and spiritual aspects, should
be understood as a conditio sine quanon of their individual and national identity.

Actually, the “tool” or “means” concept does exist there, but on another
level. In the idea of Zion’s restoration, there was the expectancy of a further
fulfillment of human history within the framework of the history of man’s
redemption. Social or credal legitimation was not the core of their genuine Zionism.
It also was more than a new form of nationalism or aspiration for political
sovereignty in a modern state. Rather, Zionism was “ordained” to pave the way
physically for the movement of the dry bones (Ezek 38), leading into a spiritual
renaissance.” From this perspective, Zionism is grasped as greater than the
Jewish secular state perse.

Forerunners and Upholders of “Patriotism”

Hebrew Christians, especially when organized in societies, may be regarded
among the various forerunners of modern Zionism. For example, since the
formation in England of the Hebrew Christian Alliance in 1866, repeated Zionist
expressions were proclaimed, such as: “We cannot and will not forget the land
of our fathers, and it is our desire to cherish feelings of patriotism; for to this day
we sing the song of our noble ancestors: “If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my
right hand forget her cunning.””

In that Alliance, exclusively formed by and for Hebrew Christians, all members
felt bonded together by a national tie, looking to Jerusalem as their common
Fatherland. Zion was their source of inspiration because no such organism was
in existence “since the Apostolic Age”.” From the outset of the Alliance structure,
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Hebrew Christians focused on bridging themselves directly with the first-century
Jewish followers of Jesus. It was in Zion, according to the New Testament account,
that the early Jewish believers in Jesus received the Holy Spirit, and there they
became holders of the Hebrew biblical truth, in contrast to all later Christian
apostasy.

Therefore, from the nineteenth century on, we find Hebrew Christians calling
to purify the “Greek and Roman church” by replacing it with the Hebrew Church.
We read in the magazine of the Alliance, The Scattered Nation: “It is high time that
the Church begins to understand that all errors date from the time that the
Church of Rome has put Rome in the place of Jerusalem.”"" They wished that
these reform tendencies be realized practically in Zion itself, as a renewed field
of activism for Hebrew Christian “Israelites”.

Following these hopes, pragmatic plans were made. A “Model Farm” in
Palestine was an important issue on their agenda, and they wished it to “be
incorporated with the Alliance, and become the centre of our operations in the
land of our fathers.”" (The Anglican London Jews Society in 1883 established an
agricultural settlement at Har Tuv, north of Bet Shemesh. The project was
abandoned in 1895.)"

Expressions like “Return to the Promised Land” or “Reestablishment of Israel
in their own land” were not uncommon in another magazine also published in
London in the 1870s. This periodical, the Hebrew Christian Witness and Prophetic
Investigator, included a long subtitle that spoke for itself: “An Anglo-Judaeo
Christian Magazine, Under the Entire Manage-
ment of Editor and Contributors from Patriotic

"‘ Ei—\ A Jewish Believers.” In it, Zionist aspirations
i E
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Theodore Herzl, and the other Leaders of the Zionist Movement”. In this document,
Herzl was offered Hebrew Christian co-operation in his “earnest efforts for the
restoration of a Jewish State”. Herzl was compared to Nehemiah, and he was
assured of their prayers for the realization of his plans.® Ben-Oliel was not
alone. He was enthusiastically supported by many other Hebrew Christians who
encouraged him to be an active Zionist, not merely a hoping and praying Zionist.
In fact, he was asked to “start a movement of Hebrew Christian Zionists”,” and

practical Zionist principles were incorporated in the HCA&PU Constitution.®

Messianic-Zionist Activists in Eretz Yisrael

In 1925, “The Second Balfour Declaration”,” delivered in public by the Earl of
Balfour himself at the inauguration of the Hebrew University on Mt. Scopus,
Jerusalem, was attended and spontaneously supported by Hebrew Christians
living in Mandatory Palestine. Five months later, S.B. Rohold, superintendent of
the Carmel School in Haifa™ and a native of Jerusalem, personally reported to
the first International Hebrew Christian Conference held in London, about his
participation and impressions of this unique event on Mt. Scopus. Rohold’s Zionist
sentiments cannot be overestimated. In detail, he described his good and close
relations with Zionist leaders in Palestine, and with much admiration he spoke
about the many achievements of the Palestine Zionist Executive.”

Rohold, prior to returning to Palestine in 1921, initiated the establishment of
the American Messianic Jewish Alliance in 1915 and, as its first president,
systematically preoccupied himself with the aspirations of Zionism.2 It was this
Alliance that, in 1920, sent to Jerusalem an active Messianic Jew, Hyman Jacobs,
as its representative to the Holy Land.” Jacobs strongly supported the rebuilding
of a Jewish “National Home” in the Promised Land, established on a pluralistic
basis and comprised of a wide range of religious convictions: “Chasidic, Mithnaged
[anti-Chasidic], Reformed, Messianic, Karaite, and Atheistic.”** Furthermore,
Jacobs was very proud to write, in a pamphlet published by himself, that he was
regularly contributing sums of money to Zionist financial funds, the Jewish
National Fund (well known for its “blue box”) and Keren Hayesod.”

Tikvat Zion

The second half of the 1920s also witnessed in Ereiz Yisrael the appearance of
a unique Hebrew Messianic quarterly periodical named Tikvat Zion (“The Hope
of Zion"), published in Haifa. From its outset in 1927, on the first page of the
quarterly, Morris Sigel, the editor, clearly defined his attitude towards Zionism:
“Very much indeed we would like to see Israel a free nation in its Land....”**

Throughout the pages of Tikvat Zion, strong trust was credited to Zionism as
the Jewish national movement in Eretz Yisrael. The Hebrew Christian involvemnent
in this movement was particularly referred to in the area of bridging gaps and
working for reconciliation between nationalist Jewish leaders on one hand and
indigenous non-Jewish inhabitants on the other hand.”

However, Tikvat Zion gave space for criticism of the increasing secularism in
the Zionist movement. Writers expressed their hope that scriptural messianism
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would guide practical Zionism in the Homeland. Thus, for example, the national
poet, Hayim Nachman Bialik, was quoted in his exposure of the spiritual decadence
prevailing in Tel Aviv (which was celebrated as the first modern Jewish city). In
fact, the whole Yishuv (Jewish inhabitants in Palestine), in Bialik’s “diagnosis”,
suffered from “bad spiritual health” because of the secular malaise within Zionism
in Eretz Yisrael. The medicine, therefore, as prescribed in Tikvat Zion, was to turn
to Yeshua and the New Testament.”

The love for Eretz Yisrael and its restoration was reflected in Tikvat Zion through
its “archeological pages”. In fact, Tikvat Zion served as another tool for the
popularization of scientific archeological discoveries in the Land. Almost every
volume contained fascinating accounts of ancient sites excavated and their

___relevance to biblical truth.”? In almost every issue, a column was devoted to

“The Land and the Book”. This section supplied vivid and updated information,
with photos included, about central places in Palestine also mentioned in the
Bible, from the Sea of Galilee to Hebron and the Dead Sea. Thus, the discovery of
archaeological monuments was seen as parallel to the national renaissance of the
Jews in their Homeland.

“The Cross in the Star of David”

“To be a Zionist is a Jewish duty,” declared Abram Poljak, who enthusiastically
traveled, in 1935, to Palestine with a plan to establish there a center for “Jewish
Christian Press Correspondence”.* In Haifa, he contacted Moshe Immanuel
Ben-Maeir, the secretary of the Hebrew Christian Alliance of Palestine. Both of
them attended the third annual conference of the Hebrew Christian Alliance of
Palestine, held at Ein Karem in April 1935. Ben-Maeir and Poljak supported the
establishment of a unique national Jewish-Christian church in EretzYisrael. In
fact, Ben-Maeir was the leading person to push towards the formation of a
“spiritual local patriotism” focusin% on forming in Eretz Yisrael a special Hebrew-
speaking Jewish-Christian nucleus.” From the 1930s until his death in 1977, Ben-
Maeir wholeheartedly supported the revival and survival of the Jewish State,
alongside the ideas of Messianic Zionism.

Poljak’s central motto was: “The Cross in the Star of David”, or in other
words, “Yeshua in Zion”. Although Poljak planned to take part physically in the
restoration of Biblical Zion, by founding a Jewish-Christian colony in Palestine,
he ended up establishing, in 1940, an agricultural colony at Kenninghall, Norwich,
England, called “Zion”.” The orientation of Poljak’s new organization, named
the International Jewish Christian Union, having branches in Europe and America,
focused, mutatis mutandis, on defining its own Zionism.

According to Poljak, Herzl’s political Zionism had a very limited time for its
realization. Exactly forty years had elapsed, Poljak claimed, since the first Zionist
Congress of Basle in 1897, until the first meeting of the International Association
for Jewish Christian Colonies in Palestine, also held in Basle, in 1937. Symbolically
understood, forty is a number of preparation and transition. Therefore, in its
forty years of existence, Poljak argued, Zionism had already accomplished its
task of bringing together the “dry bones” - it had reconstituted Israel nationally
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and built up Palestine.® “That,” Poljak wrote, “has been the great work of
Zionism during its forty years of wandering in the desert ... [and] now begins a
new chapter of Jewish Historg‘. Zionism rises above the sphere of politics and
enters the sphere of the spirit.”

Practically, although not always ideologically, Poljak transferred his Zionism
from Palestine to communities and fellowships in other “suitable countries”,
especially in central Europe, and mainly for gentile Christians. In his first steps
as a Jewish Christian, Poljak visited Palestine, fully identifying himself with
political Zionism, but as early as 1939, he began to express his reservations
concerning “Zionist politics as they are made today”.® His criticism was directed
towards Zionist politicians who “underrated the Arabs and omitted to get an
understanding with them in a brotherly spirit”.*

Abram Poljak’s Jewish Christian Community became, in the following decades,
a universalistic fellowship, mainly fighting against anti-semitism, sometimes
clothed as “anti-Zionism”. Yet, followers of Poljak often refered to themselves as
“Christian Zionists”. The majority of these followers were Gentile - very few
were Jews. While belonging to all nations throughout Christendom, they supported
“Christian Zionism”, pointing to Jerusalem as the spiritual capital of the world.”

Hatzophe

For more than ten years, from 1935, Solomon Ostrovsky edited and published
in Mandatory Palestine his periodical Hatzophe (“The Watchman®) - a Messianic-
Jewish pamphlet in Hebrew. Frequently he used Hatzophe to express his support
for the modern Zionist movement. It was, for Ostrovsky, a crystal-clear fulfillment
of Biblical prophecy. In 1936, he used the fig tree parable to demonstrate the
special timing of the ingathering of the Jews in Mandatory Palestine, which he
compared to the seasonal blossoming of the fig tree. Thus, with much enthusiasm,
he described the “huge” number of the Jewish population gathered in 1936 into
Palestine: 400,000 persons!® This simple fact, according to Ostrovsky, “is the
work of God acting within the Zionist movement in recent years.””

Yet, when quoting David Ben-Gurion, who proclaimed that “the Bible is the
source for the Jewish mandate over Palestine”, Ostrovsky reminded the readers
of Hatzophe that the Bible should not be used by Zionism in a selective manner.
As a real “watchman”, he rebuked the Zionist leaders in the Land for ignoring
the messianic and spiritual passages in the Bible.*

Furthermore, in one case Ostrovsky raised an existential question: Does the
New Testament abolish the historical right of the Hebrew nation to Eretz Yisrael?
An absolute “No"” was given as an answer. Ostrovsky emphasized that the New
Testament made no changes concerning Old Testament national promises,
eternally given to the seed of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Rather, he explained
that there exists a “total unity of the Nation of Israel, the Land of Israel and
Messiah of Israel. In other words, these three elements form the spirit, soul and
body of Biblical Zionism.”*!
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In 1946, Ostrovsky unequivocally rejected two anti-Zionist declarations given
in Mandatory Palestine, The first one by the Anglican Bishop in Jerusalem, who
stated that “the Christian Church, being the new spiritual Israel, is the sole
inheritor of Biblical promises.”* The second declaration, actually a repetition of
the former by the Orthodox bishop of Galilee, Archbishop Hakeem, pronounced
that “the claims of the Zionists are based on the Bible but in fact the New
Testament, being the basis of Christianity, nullified all the promises given to the
Jews in the Old Testament.” Ostrovsky strongly attacked those traditional
ecclesiastical interpretations, mainly by quoting Paul’s message in the epistle to
the Romans, chapter 11. (For example, verse 29: “for God’s gifts and his call are
irrevocable”.) Ostrovsky’s simple reply was that the sovereign Lord of all Land
will soon fulfil his territorial promises to his chosen people.

Reverse Exodus

Messianic Jews in Mandatory Palestine, including those who held firm Zionist
aspirations, had to put their national views to practical test in 1948. A mass
evacuation of Hebrew Christians from the Land was organized. The main reason
for that was the uncertainty concerning their future in a Jewish State. Most of
them left the country before the State of Israel was proclaimed. However, about
half a dozen Zionists among them refused to leave. When war broke out, they
joined Jewish troops, fighting for independence. They felt that this was the right
time to identify practically with their brethren. Among those families who
remained in EretzYisrael in those crucial days were Ben-Maeir, Ostrovsky and
Haimoff (Bar-David). More than seventy others left for Europe and America ina
“reverse Exodus”. ®

After the State of Israel was born, however, a new chapter began.

Epilogue

This survey is the tip of an iceberg when dealing with such a comprehensive

topic. Further research is needed, especially regarding the following subjects:

¢ Hebrew-Catholics and their relation to Zionism, vis-a-vis the Vatican’s official
approach to that issue.

¢ Non-Zionist Messianic Jews and their argumentation.

¢ Jewish Messianic congregations in Eastern Europe between the two world
wars and their understanding of modern Zionism.

4 The uniqueness of Messianic Jews living in the State of Israel since 1948.

¢ The relations between Israeli and Diaspora Messianic Jews concerning Aliya
and support of the Jewish State.

However, at least one common ground ties together various modern Jewish
disciples of Jesus: The attachment to the Hebrew language and its constant use.
Messianic Jews could not escape the national revival of the Hebrew language in
the Jewish world, and even gave their unique contributions to this process. That
linguistic aspect will also need attention in future research.

B —
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