
MISSION AND WITNESS
Christian and Jewish Perspectives

Because these are potent terms, clear definitions are required in interreligious
teaching and dialogue situations.

"Mission" is a term employed by both Christians and Jews, but it is
usually interpreted in different ways by each faith community. Jewish self-
definition includes the mission to extend the message of the one God, ethical
monotheism, to the entire world. "On that day the Lord shall be One and
God's name shall be one" (Zech. 14:9).

Jews are to be a "light unto the nations" (Isa. 42:6), but the Jewish
mission has historically been free of coercion, religious triumphalism, or a
sense of "victory." As mentioned in an earlier section, the God-revering
person who is not Jewish is required only to follow the seven classic laws of
Noah.

Jews have experienced the Christian mission in highly negative ways. For
centuries, Jews were the victims of forced conversions, medieval disputations,
expulsions, and death at the hands of those Christians who sought to "bring
the Jews to Christ." For over a thousand years in Europe the Jews were
generally an oppressed minority within a Christendom that did not permit
religious freedom as we know the term. European Jews lived, until the
Enlightenment, in socioreligious, economic, and political conditions that were
humiliating and crushing.

Even in modern times Jews are still confronted by coercive Christian
missionaries who see Jews only as candidates for conversion, and who contin-
ue to perceive Judaism as an incomplete religion. Most notable is the 1996
Southern Baptist Convention resolution that called for the active evangeliza-
tion of Jews.

Because of this record, the term "mission," whatever its earliest benign
theological roots, is universally regarded by Jews as an attack upon their
sacred history and upon their religion.

But a growing number of Christian theologians are repudiating this dark
side of their religious history and teaching. They are publicly repentant for
past Christian injustices that were committed against Jews, and, increasingly,
these scholars are emphasizing the Jewish roots of Christianity.

In 1973 Billy Graham publicly criticized the excesses of some Christian
missionaries. Citing New Testament verses from the Book of Romans, Gra-
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ham declared:

I believe God has always had a special relationship with the Jewish people
. . . In my evangelistic efforts, I have never felt called to single out Jews as
Jews . . . Just as Judaism frowns on proselytizing that is coercive, or that
seeks to commit men against their will, so do I.

One of the most significant and authoritative Roman Catholic statements
on mission, proselytizing, and witness was given by Professor Tommaso
Federici of the San Anselmo Pontifical Theological Faculty in Rome.

Speaking at an international gathering of Catholic and Jewish leaders in
Venice in 1977, Professor Federici drew a sharp distinction between prosely-
tizing and witnessing:

. . . Every temptation to exclusivism must be eliminated as also any imperial-
ism or self-sufficiency . . . there must be fidelity and dedicated personal
searching, avoiding any form of relativism and syncretism that would try
artificially to combine irreconcilable elements. Once the spiritual identity of
the one and the other is guaranteed, there must be mutual esteem and
respect (theological as well), and the conviction that every growth and
bettering in the spiritual field comes about with the other's contribution.

Coercive or manipulative attempts at religious conversion are rejected by
Federici in light of Nostra Aetate's teachings. Included in this ban are any
forms of teaching or preaching on the part of Catholics that would restrain or
pressure Jews. This includes moral, physical, psychological, or cultural pres-
sures to convert Jews. All Catholic witnessing to the Jewish community,
Federici asserts, must be done in an atmosphere of authentic dialogue.

Today many Christians see "mission" and "witness" differently than in
centuries past. They make a clear distinction between the two; mission is
perceived as being insensitive and coercive, but witness is the living out of
one's faith without attempting to proselytize or convert another person. For
such Christians, witness is free of all hidden agendas or subliminal messages:
"You are My witnesses, saith the Lord" (Isa. 43:12).

Witness, by this definition, is what Jews and Christians do every day as
they attempt to serve God in faithfulness. The quality of family lives, the
spiritual values they affirm, the prayer life in synagogues and churches, an
active commitment to the moral issues of the time, and the integrity of the
various religious communities—all of this and much more is honest witnessing.

But such witnessing must be free of deception. One of the nagging and
divisive problems is the so-called Hebrew Christian groups that dot the
religious landscape. These groups mischievously combine the Christian gospel
message with cultural and ethnic aspects of Jewish life, such as the Hebrew
language, Jewish humor, food, and holiday observances.



Jews and Christians.
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Hebrew Christians profess strong public support for Israel and they
oppose anti-Semitism. But in order to recruit prospective Jewish converts, they
deliberately misrepresent sacred Jewish symbols to get their message out,
albeit in a highly distorted way.

Many Christians groups and leaders have denounced the tactics and aims
of the Hebrew Christian groups. One Christian aptly declared: "They [Hebrew
Christians] are disturbing to Jews . . . and alarming to Christians because it
misrepresents our faith."

In any Christian-Jewish encounter, a full discussion of mission and
witness is required. And it is also important to focus on the deception and
duplicity of the Hebrew Christians, and the challenges they present for both
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