Heretics, Infidels and Apostates:
Menace, Problem or Symptom?

STUART L. CHARME

UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF JEWISH
wdenuity has become increasmgly comphcated in the modern world as
various Jews have developed ways of expressing their Jewishness that
strain and often threaten some of the traditional assumpuons of the Jew-
1ish community I would hke to present several categories which may be
helpful 1n distinguishing and analyzing some of these anomalous cases of
Jewish 1denuty In so dong, I also hope to show that the different
responses of the Jewish community to certain of these threats are not pri-
marily the result of the theological factors in terms of which the problem
1s normally couched Rather, they are largely a reflection of the sociolog-
ical predicament of being a Jew 1n a non-Jewish world

The central distinction that I wish to propose was inspired by a
remark made by a Jewish professor in one of his religion classes when 1
was a college student at Columbia University He recalled being chided by
a Gentile colleague for being somewhat of a “heretic” 1n his treatment of
some 1ssue 1n rehgion His response, delivered with mock indignation,
was to deny the accuracy of such alabel “My dear fellow,” he said, “I must
correct you I am not a2 heretic I am an nfidel ”

Although 1t did not occur to me at the time, I have since realized that
there 1s an important difference between bemng a heretic and being an
infidel Within a spealfic religious tradition, each presents a sigmificantly
different problem Heretics are those who hold to religious beliefs or
practices that are at odds with the “majority position” 1n their religion
They believe, indeed, they believe very fervently Unfortunately, they
beleve the wrong things [heteroxody], at least “wrong” according to the
leaders of their traditon, and the consensus of the commumity [ortho-
doxy] Nevertheless, heretics idenufy themselves with their religion and
insist that theer beliefs are what the rehgion 1s gruly about Thus, the Chnis-
uan “heretic” demands to be recognized as the only true Chrisuan, the
Jewish “heretic” as the only true Jew Within Judaism, for example, the
Samaritans, Karaites, and Sabbateans each insisted at various umes that
their group alone represented “true” Judaism

Heretics do not see themselves as apostates, since they regard them-
selves as nerther traitors to theirr own rehgion nor as converts to a new
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rehigion Unhke apostates, who totally reject both their old rehgious
beliefs and their old communal 1dentity, heretics try to correct the rel-
gious beliefs of the tradition at the same time that they conunue to affirm
therr membership 1n the rehgious commumty

Rehgious traditions deal with heretical chailenges in various ways In
some cases, heretics are persecuted and driven out of the commumty At
other times, the traditional community simply acts as though the heretic
does not exist and ignores the positions that he has taken In sull other
cases, the commumnty regards heretics with scorn, but tolerates them n
the hope that they can be persuaded to repent and return to the tradi-
tional perspective

When a heretical position 1s heid for too long, however, it soon tends
to be regarded as apostasy During the period of the prophets, for exam-
ple, those Jews who had strayed into the worship of Canaanite gods were
essentially hereuical Jews — at first They were “sinful” Jews, but Jews,
nonetheless While they were exhorted by the prophets to return to pure
Judaism, those who persisted i their practices were eventually written
off as apostates

In contrast to herefic and apostate, the term wmfidel has traditionally
been used to refer to those who are unbehevers rather than masbelievers
The problem which they present to the traditional religious community 1s
not that they believe the wrong things, but that they are essentially devord
of interest and behef m the whole rehgious system or some major part of
it Therefore, 1t1s inaccurate to call them heretics Ordinarily, infidels nei-
ther claim to be members of the religious group whose beliefs they reject,
nor are they regarded as members by the group Within the history of
Christiamity, Jews (along with Mushms) have frequently been regarded as
“infidels,” 1 e , unbelievers, and not as “heretcs,” 1 e , msbelievers Cun-
ously, during the Inquisition, 1t was necessary to reclassify Jews from
“infidels” to “heretics” 1n order to try them In so doing, Judaism came to
be seen not as an independent rehgion, but as a perverse deviation fher-
esy] from the true faith The Jews were accused of knowing the truth of
Chrisnanity and dehberately distorting 1t in the “heresies” found in the
Talmud Judaism became a Christian heresy

In short, the heretic 15 usually the threat from within a rehigion that
tests its theological boundaries, while the infidel is the threat from outside
the religion One of the peculiarities of modern Judaism, however, 1s the
fact that one finds both Jewish heretics and Jewish infidels who equally
claim the right to call themselves jews Admittedly, some of them may not
be Jewish in a tradiional refigrous sense, but netther is 1t legitimate to dis-
muss their claims of Jewsshness on the grounds that they believe the
“wrong” things, or nothing at all It 1s well-known that Jewish identity
includes non-rehgious dimensions which are no less real simply because
they are difficult to define or explain

I recognize that “heretic” and “infidel” are terms that one encounters
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mainly 1n the study of Christiamty ! Judaism, 1n general, has been less
concerned with purity and uniformuty of behef than Christuanity How-
ever, I think 1t 1s too frequently overlooked that the 1ssues of heresy and
infidelity are lughly sigmficant for Jewish tradition as well The question
of heresy in Judaism has always been confusing, since Judaism has nei-
ther a central rehigious authority nor a umiversally accepted dogma
against whuch heresy can be defined Therefore, what constitutes heresy
1s never fixed, and tends to vary with historical developments What 1s
normative at one point in religious history can become heretical at
another For example, at times, both Hasidic and Reform Jews have been
considered heretics by other Jews

One source of confusion about Jewish identity in the modern world
stems from the seemuingly paradoxical fact that the modern Jewish “infi-
del” (e g, the Jewish secularist or humamist who does not beheve m or
practice traditional Judaism) 1s not only tolerated but s possibly even nor-
mative for large segments of the Jewish commumty, whereas one particu-
lar kind of Jewish heretic, the “messnan1c—‘]ew”2 (1e, one who clearly
belhieves in and practces some of traditional Judaism, but also beheves
certain “wrong” or unacceptable things) 1s regarded with great alarm by
the Jewish commumnity, indeed, the “messianic-Jews’” heresy threatens to
cast their very Jewishness in doubt, to render them apostates or “former-
Jews ” This situation rases two immportant questions Why can’t a Jew
become a follower of Jesus and remain a Jew? Why does the Jewish com-
munity react with greater concern and animosity to this “heresy” than to
the pervasive “infidel-ity” of many modern Jews?

Background to the Modern Hebrew-Christian/Messianic-Jew Movement

The Hebrew-Chrishan movement, which oniginally developed m
England 1n the late 19th and early 20th century, arose as a result of the
historic fatlure of missitomzing among the Jews, who are remarkably
resistant to the Gospel message Partcularly in its most recent resurgence,
this movement represents a new packaging for an old product The rea-

L Jewssh tradition, particularly during the Talmudic period, did develop a number of ways
of describing rehigiously deviant beliefs and practices Since these terms did not always have
aconsistent meanng in every period of the past and do not have widespread currency today,
I prefer to use the English terms that I have mentioned Nevertheless, the disuncuons I am
suggesting can stil] be discerned in the rabbinic terminology The term min 1s the closest to
heretic One of 1ts primary meanings 1s 2 member of a Jewish sect that has embraced posi-
tions unacceptable to the rabbis The Jewish Christians were an example of such indviduals
Terms hke kofer and apikoros come closer to what I describe as infidels They refer to those
who are skeptical of certain rehgious doctrines, or who deny them altogether Fmally, terms
like mumar or meshummad are closest 1o apostate, since they imply actual defection from Juda-
1sm and conversion to another religion

2 “Messianic-Jew” [or “Hebrew-Christian™] 1s the term commonly used by those persons of
Jewish background who beheve that Jesus was the messiah described and expected in Jewish
tradition
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son why Jews have never been very recepuve to Christian missionizing, 1t
has been suggested, 1s that they have the silly 1dea that 1t 15 somehow
un-Jewish to behieve 1n Jesus The ideology of the modern messianic Jew-
1sh movement suggests that Jews should be approached at the level of
therr ethnic-national identity and group loyalty and be shown that noth-
ing Jewish need be given up by becoming a follower of Jesus
Messianic-Jews will argue that beheving 1n Jesus 1s not really a reh-
gious conversion or a betrayal of the Jewish people On the contrary, itisa
legitimate mamfestation of Judaism Indeed, they argue, it 1s the ulumate
Jewish position Thus, on the pocket card of pointers for messiantc Jews
who witness to traditional Jews, they are nstructed NOT to say Jesus
Chnist, which does not sound Jewish to the average Jew, but, rather,
Yeshua the messiah [or mashiach] They are NOT to talk about con-
vertng, which suggests taking away one’s Judaism to become a “goy,” but,
rather, of “becoming a completed Jew,” which suggests adding on to a
Jew’s Jewish hentage They are to refer to “Bible-believers” [others say
“Jewish believers”], not Chrisuans, “meeting of Bible-behevers,” not
“church,” “second part of the Bible,” not “New Testament,” and “tree,”
not “cross ” In other words, they want to de-Gentlize Christianmty
The goal of the messianic-Jews s to provide a Jewish-like atmosphere
where Jews will feel comfortable enough to accept Jesus as the messiah
without feeling that they have deserted the Jewish people By witnessing
to their fellow Jews as Jews who believe mn Jesus, the messianic Jews can
show that acceptance of Jesus does not forfeit a person’s Jewishness Asa
result of this strategy, messianic Jews are often accused of dehberately try-
ing to decerve traditional Jews mnto beheving that Jesus 15 the Jewish mes-
s1ah, 1e, to trick Jews into becoming Christians However, since the evi-
dence for such intent to deceive 1s, on the whole, unconvincing, it 1s more
useful to accept the good intentions of most messianic Jews and to deter-
mune whether therr position can rightly be called Jewish or whether they
have — despite their good intentions — grossly misunderstood Judaism
One of the things that most irks the Jewish community about the
messianic-Jews 1s this claim that not only are they sull Jewish, but that they
have “improved,” “completed,” “enriched,” “complemented,” or “ful-
filled” their Jewishness and, finally, become “whole ” It 1s obvious why
this rhetorical approach that emphasizes adding something to Judaism 1s
more appealing than the 1dea of converting from Judaism The messianic-
Jews refuse to admut that they have rejected or betrayed some fundamen-
tal part of themselves and their upbringing They do not want simply to
be Christians Rather, they want to erase, or at least blur, the traditonal
boundary between Judaism and Chrisnamty Depending on one’s per-
spective, their approach can be characterized as an attempt at esther reap-
propriating central Christuan theological points into Judaism, or absorb-
ing Judaism into Chrisianity Of course, the underlying assumption of
every “completed” Jew 1s the common Christian noton that Judaism 1s
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somehow tcomplete, an 1dea which only indicates an sncomplete under-
standing of Judaism

Most messianic-Jewish groups are profoundly puzzled by the refusal
of the Jewish community to consider them Jews, when the same commu-
mity admts the possibility, however reluctantly, of Jewish atheists or Jew-
ish Zen masters, and accepts the fact that Jesus and his onginal followers
were all Jews and a movement within Judaism The pamphlets of such
groups frequently point to what one messianic Jew calls a “great paradox
How can 1t be that one who follows a Jew (all of whose original followers
were Jews) 1s no longer Jewish®”

Ihfferent strands of the messianic-Jewish movement have developed
several basic arguments in defense of the “Jewishness” of therr move-
ment The older Hebrew-Christian movement takes a slightly dufferent
stance than do the newer messianic Jewish groups The Hebrew-
Chrisuan groups tend to appeal to ethnic definitions of Jewishness, while
the newer messianic-Jewish groups frequently emphasize a rehgious defi-
mition of Jewishness * One common Hebrew-Christian approach 1s to
divorce Jewishness from religion and to see 1t solely as a question of
nationality or race According to this position, no matter what Jews
believe or do not beheve, they remain Jews, descendants of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob If they are humanists, they are sull Jews, 1f they are athe-
1sts, they are still Jews, if they beheve 1n Jesus, they are still Jews Nothing
can eradicate that Jewishness Such messianic-Jews see themselves as
members of the Jewish people, but followers of the Christian religton They
are sunultaneously Jewish and Chiistian in the same way that one can be
simultaneously American and Christian They insist that there 1s no dan-
ger of their becoming Genttles by accepting Jesus, because Gentiles, ike
Jews, are born, not made

This racial or ethnic approach to Jewishness 1s more characterstic of
the older Hebrew-Christian movement These groups tend to be opposed
to preserving many Jewish practices because they would make acceptance
m the fundamentahst Chnistian commumty difficult These messianic-
Jews are unlikely to have arks and 'l orahs or to have a seder during Passo-
ver Very few maintain Jewish practice and identity Historically,
Hebrew-Christians have been completely assumilated, gentihzed, and
church-acculturated Jewish members of the movement are gradually
assimilated into Chnisuan churches Thus, the movement 1s mainly a half-
way house to complete apostasy * Within several generatuons, the mem-
bers’ nies to Judaism disappear completely Perhaps it would be fair to call
such Hebrew Christians semi-apostates

A newer type of messianic-Jew has arisen 1 conjunction with recent
3 SeeDawvid A Rausch, Messianac Judasm Its History, Theology, and Polity (New York Edwin
Mellen Press, 1982), ¢ch 6

4 Ira O Glhek, “The Hebrew Chnisnans A Marginal Rehgious Group,” in The Jews Social
Patterns of an American Group, ed by Marshall Sklare (Glencoe, Il The Free Press, 1958)
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interest 1n the Jewish roots of Jesus and the church These messianic-Jews
claim a ue with the Jewish Christuans of the first century and claim to be
Jewish congregations who happen to believe in Jesus Their goal s not for
Jews to be assimilated mnto Chnistian churches, but to continue to live as
Jews They present Jesus as aloyal Jew who interpreted the true meaning
of the Torah and was 1n the great tradition of the Jewish prophets

Unlike the previous approach, these messiamc-Jews deny that Jew-
ishness has anything to do with birth at all and their argument usually
finds 1ts mspiration 1n Paul's words to the Romans

He 1s not a real Jew who 1s one outwardly, nor 1s true circumaision some-
thing external and physical He 15 a Jew who 1s one inwardly, and real ar-
cumcision 18 a matter of the heart, spiricual and not hiteral (2 28-9)

Jewishness 1s thus defined as an inner spintual condition, not a matter of
birth One pamphlet called “Who 1s a Jew*” claims that

not everyone who 1s descended from Israel really belongs to Israel and
not everyone born of Jewish parents 1s ipso facto a Jew A Jew has to
choose to be a Jew, he cannot be one through the sheerinadence of birth A
Jew s not merely a unit 1n a certain national grouping, but a man, who has
personally and out of conviction come mnto hiving touch with God Cnly then
15 he a true Jew

Of course, the messianic-Jew nsists that the living relation to God which
makes one a “true Jew” can be fully accomphshed only through accept-
ance of Jesus and, specifically, not through the traditional understanding
of Torah ® Although most of the newer messianic Jews continue to
observe some rituals and observances that developed during the rabbimic
period, their tolerance of rabbinism 1s usually hmited to the level of ritual
practices that probably serve as emotional anchors to their Jewishness
When 1t comes to religious law and scriptural exegesis, however, the rab-
binic tradition 1s consistently described i such messiamic-Jewish hitera-
ture as a man-made religion lacking 1n genwine authority or spiritualty

Jeunsh Theological Responses fo * Messianac-fews”

The prevailing feehng throughout the medieval period was that even
baptism mnito Christianity did not obliterate a person’s Jewishness Rashi
took a talmudic maxim from another context — “A Jew, even 1f he has
sinned, remains a Jew” (Sanhedrin 44a) — and transformed 1t into a hala-
khic principle relating to apostates Apostates were generally considered
Jews who had sinned, but they did not lose their Jewish identity, nor were
they transformed mto Gentiles Although they did not enjoy all of the
privileges of Jews “in good standing” (e g, participation 1n synagogue
5 “Such contact with God does not cotne by means of the Law, and certainly not through

the instrumentality of Tradiion — ‘the commandments,’ which have accumulated through
the centuries The Jew, who believes mn Jesus Messiah, 15 a complete and true Jew ”
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services), they were stll Jews for the purposes of halakhah (e g , matters
of marnage and divorce, taking mterest, mheritance, etc) 5 However,
while Rashi msisted that even apostates remained Jews despite their sin of
apostasy, Maimonides took a much dimmer view He tended to see Chrnis-
tians [or Nazarenes] asidol-worshippers Moreover, Maimonides
insisted, a Jew who worshipped an 1dol was no longer to be regarded asa
Jew

The contemporary Jewish position seems to be a combination of both
of these perspectives On the one hand, the Jewish community s reluctant
to exclude any jews from 1ts ranks merely because of philosophical or the-
ological differences, while, on the other hand, Jews who accept certain
Christian ideas have passed beyond the pale of tolerance The Jewsh
community contends that they have sumply gone too far to be sull consid-
ered Jews

Although the refutation of Christianity was probably not a great con-
cern of Maimonides, his positions have provided authonity for much of
the theological polemics against Christanity 1n general, and messianic
Judaism 1n particular 7 Rabbinic theology may never have been able to
present a list of definttive Jewish beliefs, but Maimomdes’ thirteen arucles
of Jewish faith have served as such a creed particularly when 1t has been
necessary to show the Jewish objection to basic Christian theology ®

While many Jews today would have difficulty accepting some of Mai-
momdes’ artcles of faith, and some Jews would have difficulty with most
of them, most could probably agree on an underlying principle behind a
good number of these points It could be summed up 1n a single article of
faith “That which a Christian beheves, I will never believe [regardless of
whatever else I behieve] ” Doubtless, many Jews are able to read a similar
level of meanmg into the words of the morming prayers, “Blessed are
You, O god, for not having made me a ‘goy *” Due to the historical tension
between Judaism and Chnisuanity, Jews have tended to elevate the deneal
of Christian doctrine to a paramount element of their self-defimtion
Iromcally, the medieval Chrisuan charge that Jews were infidels, 1€,
non-behevers in the Chnstian gospel, has been internahized by many
6 Jacob Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance Studies in Jeunsh-Gentile Relations m Medieval and
Modern Times (New York Schocken Books, 1961), pp 67-76, Jacob Katz, “Though He
Sinned, He Remains an Israchte,” Tarbutz, 27 (1957/8) 203-217, Lawrence H Schiffman,
Who Was A Jew? (Hoboken, N ] Krtav Pubhishing House, Inc, 1985)

7 Damel ] Lasker, Jewssh Philosophical Polenucs Agamst Chrstiamaty wn the Muddle Ages (New
York Ktav, 1977)

8 In parucular, Masmomdes’ claims about the unity of God, the incorporeality of God, the
direct relationship between humans and God, the eternality of the Torah, the truthfulness
of the prophets, and the commng of the messiah have been used to repudiate the Christian
doctrines of the trimity, the incarnation of God 1n Jesus, the role of jesus as medsator
between man and God, the end of the Law and the new covenant through Jesus, and the
messiahship of Jesus [the messiah 1s yet to come because the changes expected i a messianic
world have not occurred ]



24 Judawsm

modern Jews who agree on few theological positions except for their non-
belief mn Jesus and the Christian theological principles related to hum

Messianic-Jews see a double standard 1n the position of the Jewish
commumty On the one hand, 1t defines Jewishness in terms of cultural
and sociological identification with the Jewish people The messianic-Jew
claims thisidentfication as much as any other Jew Onthe other hand, the
Jewish community wishes to read the messianic-Jews out of Judaism on
the basis of their deviance from tradinional rehigious beliefs The
messianic-]ews see 1t as hypocritical to exclude messiantc-Jews from Juda-
1ism by invoking elements of Maimomdes’ creed, simce other Jews are not
required to hold strictly to these religious positions, nor are they excluded
from Judaism when they fail to doso Inshort, the messianic-Jew accuses
the Jewish communtty of selective enforcement of 1ts theology as a means of
suppressing one particular heretical group If Jewishness were consist-
ently defined as a rehigtous matter, the messianic-Jews might be able to see
why they are not Jews in the sense that traditional rehgious Jews are But
they find a rehgious defimtion of Jewrshness somewhat arbitrary 1n s
application, since not all “legitimate” Jews practice the religion of Judaism
in all its aspects

The messianic-Jews have idenufied some of this theological “bad
faith” in therr own hiterature when they criticize the secularity and unbe-
hief of much of modern Judaism They nghtly observe that many modern
Jews are rehgious “infidels ” One messianic Jewish pamphlet raises the
question of how a Jew could believe that Jesus 1s the messiah “Most Jews
don’t behieve 1n Jesus, do they?” itasks The response 1s “You're right
but then, when has TRUTH ever been determined by a majonty vote?
After all, many Jews don’t even believe in God!' And others have
NEVER looked at all the prophecies in the Old Testament ” Unfortu-
nately, the legitimate 1ssue 1n messianic-Jews’ complaint 1s often obscured
by thetr tendency to accept uncritically the New Testament identification
of the Pharisees [read non-messianic-Jews] as religious hypocrites

The quick answer to the “paradex” posed by the messianic-Jews lies
in an mmportant difference between the modern Jewish infidel and the
Jewish hereuc The modern Jewssh infidel remains faithful to the com-
mumty, in spite of theological infidelity, while the messianic-Jew is seen as
unfaithful to the cornmumty as well as to the religious traditon The Jew-
1sh communuty finds the messianic-Jew guilty of both ethnic infidelity [by
violating group solidarity] and theological heresy As far as most Jews are
concerned, the interaction of these two elements transforms the
messianic-Jews 1nto apostates, despite the latter’s claims to the contrary
However, to understand fully the dilemma raised by Jews who embrace
Jesus as the messiah, one must go back to the ongins of Christianity
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The Suuation in the Furst Century

At the time of Jesus, there was not one true Judaism or a normative
Jewish tradition In the first few centuries of the Common Era there was,
within Judaism, a proliferation of competing sects which disagreed on
1ssues of theology, law, interpretation, politics, etc , but none ever claimed
that the others were not Jews The majority of Jews in the world were
common people, who probably had hittle sense of affilation to any speatfic
sect at all The most prominent sects were the Pharisees (forerunners of
rabbinic Judaismy}, the priestly Sadducees (who had rejected the Oral
Law) and the ascetic Essenes (who expected the eschaton) Fortunately
for the later rabbis, both the Sadducees and the Essenes disappeared by
the 2nd century so they provided no further problem for Judaism How-
ever, Jewish histories tend to gloss over the fact that, from the point of
view of the later rabbus, all of the Jewish sects other than the Pharisees
were technically guilty of heresy 1n one form or another

The pomnt that must be made, of course, 1s that 1t was only after the
Phansees had become the controling influence 1n Judaism that the posi-
tions of other groups of Jews were retroactively condemned as heretical
It 1s not even true to say that these groups had strayed from “true” Juda-
1sm What really had happened was that “true” Judaism had evolved and
changed One might even say that, from the pomnt of view of what juda-
1sm had been before, 1t was the Pharisees whose 1deas were heretical Very
often, yesterday’s heretics become today’s rebigious authorittes Thus 1s
not necessanly bad, since the result often 1s creauve evolution within a
tradition

At the same time, 1t 1s important to realize that these Jewish heretics
did not lose their status as Jews nor were they excluded from the Jewish
community Inthe first century, even Jewish Christians were sull
regarded as Jews, asa Jewish sect Intume, the Nazarenes were branded as
heretics by the rabbis, most decisively after thewr failure to support the
Bar Cochba revolt [They had refused to accept Akiba’s claim that Bar
Cochba was the messiah ] In the wake of the failure of that revolt, they
became dispersed, and rabbinic Judaism paid hetle more attention to
them, whereupon they slowly disappeared, like the other heretical Jewish
sects

The ntial acknowledgement of the Jewishness of the first followers
of Jesus 1s crucial for the modern messianic-Jewish claim for the Jewish-
ness of the belief in Jesus Nevertheless, while it 1s true that Jesus and his
onginal followers were all recognized as Jews, 1t 15 also clear that the fol-
lowers of Jesus did not remain a Jewrsh sect and Judaism soon dissociated
iself from Christianity completely There 1s normally a mited hfe-span
for sectanian movements as tolerated alternaunves, after which they usu-
ally move to become separate traditions, are reabsorbed by the original
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tradition, or disintegrate A sect 1s ke a branch broken from us original
trunk Either it reroots, 15 grafted back, or dies

“Messianic-Judaism” i Hastorical Perspective

Criticism of the messianic-Jews’ claims of Jewishness can best be
made on a simple historical level rather than a theological one Speaking
from a histonical point of view, the major fallacy behund the argument of
the messianic-Jews that they are, n fact, Jews 1s the common Christian
misconception that identifies Judaism with the rehigion of the “Old Testa-
ment,” the rehigion of the ancient Israelites which allegedly stopped 1its
development m the first century When messianic-Jews use the word
“Jew” they mean it in this special sense They see themselves as “Bibhical
Jews,” but not as the descendents of the rabbinic tradition They mnsist that
Bibhical Judaism was displaced by rabbinic Judaism, and that the latter 1s
not “true” Judaism Since 1t 1s rabbinic Judaismn that s blamed for the jew-
ish opposition to behef in Jesus, the messianic-Jews usually discount the
last 1900 years of Jewish religious development [or at least large portions
of 1t] as a rabbinic distortion that was not divinely ordamed Others simply
neglect to mention 1t at all

But to say that the Tanakh or Old Testament alone comprises Juda-
1sm 15 a gross distortion, historically as well as theologically When rab-
binic Judaism, on which modern Judaism rests, 1s characterized as
“un-Jewish” or as a human mnvention of the Phariseees that 1s lacking 1n
religious authority, one has redefined Judaism in an unjusufiably bizarre
way The result of this semanuc juggling 1s that the messianic-Jews often
come to the strange conclusion that Christianity 1s more “Jewish” than
Judaism Whether or not the messianic-Jews approve of the develop-
ments of rabbinic Judaism, they canot simply wish them away Thewr
clam that belief 1n Jesus does not require giving up anything Jewssh,
makes sense only if one first disregards as “un-Jewish” the rabbinic inter-
pretation of the Bible and 1gnores almost all of Jewish history and reh-
gious development since the first century

At the same time, the assumption that Judaism s idenfical with the
religion of the rabbimc penod, 1 ¢ , the hife of talmud and halakhah, 1s also
a hustonical distortion, for two reasons First, within the history of Juda-
1sm, there have always been sectanan groups, which the rabbns of the ume
systematically downplayed, 1gnored, or rejected, (e g , jewish mysticism,
hasidism) but which have also enriched and contributed to Judaism Sec-
ond, much of modern Judaism has severed 1ts tie to the rabbinic model
Only by recogmzing this fact can the phenomenon of the Jewish mfidel be
understood

Emancipation, Religious Pluralsm, and the Secular Jew

It has been mainly in the last two centuries that the question of who or
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what 1s a Jew has become such a confusing 1ssue The dual effect of the
Jewish enlhightenment (haskalah) and the political emancipation of the
Jewsn the 18th and 19th centuries radically altered the meaning of being
aJew During the 1800 years from the destruction of the second temple to
the French Revolunion, Judaism was relatively monolithic, and Jewish law
or halakhah was its umifying force To be a Jew was to be a member of the
Jewish people and to be a person who believed 1n and pracuced Jewish
religion to a certamn degree The Jewish community had no real place for
a non-religious Jew That was a contradiction in terms The religtous and
the national or ethnic dimensions of Jewish identity were inseparable

However, as the Jewish reformers of the 19th century slowly dismantled
halakhah as the umifying force behind Judaism, 1t became possible, for
the first ume, to abandon Jewish law, or parts of it, without abandoning
being a Jew Today, one can be a rehigious Jew without being Orthodox
regarding Jewish law, and one can probably be a committed Jew without
being much of a behever at all Being Jewish does not requare a specific
theological commitment Clearly, 1t 1s no longer religion pure and simple
that unifies Jews in their sense of Jewishness Recent polls show that only
25% of American Jews say that religion 1s “very important” to them and
less than 15% attend religious services weekly Rather, Jewishness has to
do with loyalty to, and concern for, the Jewish people, and idenufication
with their history and culture Sociologists have noted that American Jews
compensate for the relative weakness of their rehgious commitment by
emphasizing Jewish group loyalty and support of Israel Jews often join
synagogues less because of mntrinsic rehgiosity than to affirm their social
identification with the Jewish commumty The major funcuon of Sunday
school often has been to foster Jewishness [1e cultural identification]
more than to learn Judaism In short, what characterizes many American
Jews 1s not what they beheve or do, but the fact that they associate and
identify with other Jews Thus, there has grown up a strange new crea-
ture who demands a place in Judaism and whom I have dubbed “the Jew-
ish infidel ”

One of the most influennal figures of the modern world 1s also a
good example of that new type Although he rejected every trace of tradi-
uonal Judaism and said that the only thing Passover was good for was con-
stipation, many Jews are proud to cal im “one of their own "® I am refer-
ring to Sigmund Freud, who wrote, 1n his autobiography, “My parents
were Jews and I have remained a Jew myself " Throughout his life Freud
felt intensely Jewish, he associated almost exclusively with other Jews, and
he credited his Jewishness with giving him the intellectual independence
to develop psychoanalysis But, elsewhere, Freud defiandy announced
that he was a “godless” person, “as ittle an adherent of the Jewish rehgion

9 Quite a few recent books have focused speafically on Freud's “Jewishness” as a major
factor n his life and work
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as of any other " In fact, he saw all rehigion as an infanule illusion, a wish-
fulfillment, and a collecuve neurosis He even went so far as to propose
the incredible theory that Moses, Moshe Rabbenu, was nota Jew atall, but
a renegade Egyptian priest who was later murdered by the Jews

One of my favorite anecdotes about Freud concerns a minor inaident
that occurred when he was 1n his 70s An American doctor wrote to him
about a dramatic experience which had led him to accept Jesus as his per-
sonal messiah He asked Freud (as a fellow-physician) to thaink about the
subject with an open mind Freud wrote back

I am glad to hear that this experience has enabled you to retain your faith

As for myself, God has not done so much for me He has never allowed me
to hear an inner vow ¢, and, 1n view of my age, if he doesn’t hurry, 1t won't be
my fauit if I remain to the end of my hfe what I now am — “an infidel Jew "'°

The emanapation of the Jews not only produced the possimhty of
the Jewish “infidel,” it also chupped away at the boundary that separated
the Jew from the Genule The perenmal problem of how to hve among
the Genules without becoming one of them became more acute One
result 1s that for many modern Jews the sine qua non of their Jewishness 1s
not pnmarily an affirmation of some essential Jewish quahty (which no
one can seem to identify anyway) Rather, the menimum that they can agree
upon 1s that to be a Jew 1s to be unlike the Gentiles 1n some essential way

Although atheism 1s no less serious a religious threat to Judaism than
the belief 1n “false messiahs,” the Jewish atheist 1s of less concern than the
“messianic-Jew” for a simple reason It 1s not lack of behef that threatens
to dislodge one’s Jewishness, nor 1s it simply following the ways of the
Genules To be sure, American Jews have become increasingly assim-
lated mto Gentle culture However, to embrace the radwactive core of goy-
1shness — Jesus — violates the final taboo of Jewishness and brings imme-
diate condemnation Behef in Jesus as messiah ts not simply a hereucal
Jewish behef, as 1t may have been 1n the first century, 1t has become the
equivalent to an act of ethno-cultural suicide Philip Roth has suggested
that one of the things which connects Jews to each other 1s “an ancient and
powerful disbelief, which, 1f 1t 1s not fashionable or wise to assert1in pubhc,
15 no less powerful for being underground that 1s, the rejection of the
myth of Jesus Christ ” Ironically, Roth continues, this passion with which
Jesus 1s reyected 1s not always equalled by the passion with which the God
of Moses 1s embraced or approached ! It 1s not so surprising that the Jew-
1sh commumty can tolerate the atheism of Jewish infidels but not the
messiamic-Jews’ belief 1n Jesus More than a religious 1ssue 1s at stake To
accord to Jesus any major role in one’s hife 1s not simply to violate a num-
ber of religious dogmas, more important, it 1s to transgress a cardmnal
10 Freud, “A Religious Expertence” {1928]

11 “Jewishness and the Younger Intellectuals A Symposium,” Commentary (June 1961)
350-1
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social taboo It removes the one thing that permanently separates the Jew
from the Gentile

The puzzling fact that a Jewish atheist will be accepted as a Jew, while
a Jewish believer in Jesus will not, 1s a result of the mixed nature of Jewish
identity Membership in the Jewish people 1s most commonly a simple
matter of birth that requires no additional rehgious affirmation For
those whose Jewishness 1s not established by birth, entry into the Jewish
people [or exit from 1t], has always been seen as a religious matter and
occurs only by an exphart act of religious conversion into Judaism [or out
of 1t] Thus situation can be compared to the difference between native-
born atizens and naturalized ones Alens who seek to be naturalized as
American citizens are required to study history and civics and to take an
oath of loyalty, though neither of these 1s speafically required of native-
born ciuzens In addition, citizens (native-born or naturahized) do not lose
their ainzenship by disagreemng with various principles of their country,
but only by swearing allegiance to another country Similarly, within
Judaisim a person loses status in the communzty as a Jew most clearly when
he or she accepts another rehgion and 1dentifies with members of that
rehigion Jews by birth may choose to be atheists and not lose their Jewish-
ness for the same reason that Americans may be fascists or communmsts
and not lose their American citizenship Judaism — unlike the state of
Israel — does not recognize dual “citizenship ” Therefore, Jewish Chris-
tians 1n effect “denaturalize” themselves from the Jewish people in the act
of accepting Christianity To accept another faith separates one from the
Jewish people in a way that not observing Jewish religion does not 2

Shabbatar Zew Heretic or Apostate?

If we are going to place the present heresy of messianic-Judaism n
perspective, I think it 1s valuable to consider another very important
group of Jews who also beheved that the messiah had already come In
1648, the year of the Chmelnitzky pogrom in Poland and other severe
ant-Semitic persecution, a somewhat unbalanced man by the name of
Shabbatai Zevi1 [1626-1676] proclaimed himself the messiah Slowly,
despite the opposition of many of the rabbis, he achieved widespread
acceptance throughout all of the Jewish communities 1n the world and
many Jews sold their businesses and property and travelled to Jerusalem
to prepare for the messianic period When Shabbatai went to Constanti-
nople to take the crown of the Turkish Sultan and maugurate his messi-
anic rule, he was arrested, jailed and, finally, given the choice of conver-
sion to Islam or death He chose to convert

12 Aninteresting sociclogical 1ssue would concern to what extent a convert’s Jewishness s
more ued to religious observance than 1s that of a born Jew 1 suspect that a recent convert
who gave up his faith 1o become a Jewssh infidel would scon revert to being seen as a Gentile
in the eyes of the Jewish community
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A messiah who converts to another religion 1s a real embarrassment,
probably even worse than one who 1s cruafied But, just as Christianty
turned an awkward situation to 1ts own advantage by saying that Jesus’
humliating execution had been part of God’s plan all along, some of the
followers of Shabbatai claimed that he had to convert in order to fulfill his
messianic function in other words, the apostasy of the messizh was neces-
sary for him to liberate sparks of divine holiness trapped in realms of
impurity hke Islam Although Shabbatar had converted, he was not really
a Mushm, he was still a Jew While most of Shabbatar’s followers stayed
within Judaism, these “messiamic jews” were still persecuted by the offi-
aal rabbimic authornties Other followers of Shabbatai, including some
rabbis and mystics, felt that the apostasy of the messiah should serve as an
example for them, and that redempton required that they pretend to be
Mushms They did not follow the worldly Torah and halakhah, but,
rather, the mystical Torah revealed by the messiah This Jewish-Musliun
sect sill survives in Turkey, where its members are formally Muslims, but
feel, inwardly, that they are Jews

Here, too, one can ask at what point, if any, did Shabbatar and his
followers cease to be Jews When did they lose their position as Jewish her-
etics and become apostates or former Jews? Would contemporary Juda-
1s1n accept as Jews those who still insisted on the messiahship of Shabba-
tar?

Tradinonal Jewish history talks about the Shabbatean movement asa
heresy and has tried to rmmmize it, sometimes even calling 1t a mass psy-
chosis However, it would be foolhish to say that the followers of Shabbatai
had ceased to be Jews Indeed, they called themselves “behevers” in con-
trast to other Jews whom they called “infidels " Gershom Scholem, the
greatest expert on Jewish mystuasm, has argued that the Shabbatean
movement was Jewish from start to fimsh It was symptomatic ot a crisis of
faith within the Jewish people as their medieval 1solation came to an end
Scholem goes so far as to suggest that the movement paved the way for
19th century reform and haskalah Throughout Jewish history there
have been Jews who strayed from the traditional path Often they simply
disappeared, but, occasionally, they were symptoms that some kind of
change was necessary within Judaism

Messiamac Judaism as Symptom

1 do not believe that the current messianic Jewish movement 1s, 1n
uself, as serious a threat to Judasim as some alarmists have contended In
the face of intermarriage rates that are approaching 50%; 1t 15 a statstic-
ally mmor problem '* The strong reaction of the Jewish community to
13 Rehable esumates of the total number of people involved n the vanous forms of messi-

anic Judaisin are difficult to make As 15 the case with other controversial groups, esumates
from both Jewish groups and the group itself often tend to be exaggerated for vanous




HERETICS, INFIDELS AND APOSTATES 31

messianic Judasm testifies to certan deep-seated fears rather than the
movement’s actual power Jews are especially sensitive to perceived
threats to the transmssion of Jewish identity from one generation to the
next, and m American society such threats are more subtle than pogroms
or holocausts The overall dilution of Jewish identity through the gradual
asstmilation and seculanzation of many Amencan Jews 1s a fairly perva-
sive problem, but 1t 1s not one with specific targets that are easy to idenufy,
blame, or remedy As a result, much of the fear of losing the next genera-
uon for Judaism has been transferred into the campaign against so-called
“cults” and groups ke the messianic Jews

As 1s the case with intermarriage, one question that 1s repeatedly
raised 15 “What about the children®” Even 1f messianic Jews claim to
retain some form of Jewish identity, however mutilated 1t seems to other
Jews, it 1s not irrelevant to consider the kind of religious or cultural 1den-
tity which they will transmit to thew children For the older Hebrew
Christian movement, 1s 1s clear that descendants of Hebrew Chrisuans
were very scon indistinguishable from “full-fledged” Christians How-
ever, 1t 1s really too soon to tell how children raised 1n the newer messianic
Jewish groups that nsist on preserving Jewish ntuals and culture will
relate to erther Judaism or Chrisuamity In a certamn sense, the messianic
Jew’s children face a religious and psychological dilemma simular to that
of children of interfaith marrages how to accomodate within their iden-
uty two religious traditions that are regarded as mutually exclusive by
society at large While the Christian portion probably has an edge over the
Jewish one n the resolution of this dilemma, 1t 15 also possible that, in
some cases, the children of lighly assimulated Jews will retain even less
Jewish wdentity than the children of messianic Jews

I have tried to examine the messianic Jewish phenomenon without
succumbing to the kind of rhetoric that depicts 1ts leaders as

vultures hovening and arcling over thirsung bodies 1n the desert,
patiently waiting for the opportunity to snare yet another Jewish soul thirst-
ing for Divinity, stopping at nothing to win the soul of a young Jew

Rather, I think this movement 1s symptomatic of a number of factors that
must be recognized 1if we are to understand the attraction of vartous new
rehgious opuons pursued by young Jews today In a world where trads-
tional values and religion have lost much of their credibility, the transiton
from adolescence to adulthood can be accompanied by disorientation,
ahenation, and lonelmess One sees among the young (and the not so

polemucal purposes An addiional problem in making estimates 1s the fact that most groups
like these have high turnover rates, many members eventuaily return to their former rel-
gious group or move on to new ones There 15 nermally a relatively small inner core of highly
committed members and a larger, though less commutted, circle around it About the most
that can be safely saud about the number of messiamc Jews s that they are “in the thousands ”
14 Dov Aharonifisch, Jews for Nothing On Cults, Intermarnage and Assimlation (New York
Feldheim Publishers, 1984)
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young) a hunger for commumty, fammly, moral certainty, rules for hiving,
and spirtual answers that are not easily found in modern urban society
The typical converts to unusual religious groups are not best understood
as victims of spiritual kidnapping and deception More likely, they feel
psychologically dislocated and spintually dissansfied, with a deep desire
to belong to a close, intimate community, and to have the certainty of sim-
ple, clear answers and the security of fixed rules for hving

This desire 1s as much true of the Jew for Jesus, the Jewish member of
Hare Knishna, the Jewish Defense League, the Baal-Teshuva or the Luba-
vitch convert Many of these people are disillusioned with the lukewarm
religion and liberal ideas of their parents A recent study of young Jewish
women from reform or non-observant fammbhies who had deaided to turn
to Orthodox Judaism showed that most did so out of a desire for belong-
g, community, and stable values, rather than from specific behefs about
God "

The psychological appeal of the messianic Jews 1s not unlike that of
evangelical Chrisnanity in general, and 1t should not be overlooked Its
emphasis on a close personal relationship with God and strong religious
fellowship are thmgs that members claim were not always so easy to find
m Judaism One supporter of the movement states, “It1s 1n the context of
the spirtual vacuum withm Jewry that contemporary Hebrew Christian-
ity must be seen, especally the Jews for Jesus movement "'® There 1s an
element of truth mn this exaggeration Messianic Judaism offers a simple
faith not requiring sophisticated scholarship It gives a visible father fig-
ure who loves and forgives totally Messiamic Jews complain that they
found the God about whom they learned 1n synagogues was too hard to
relate to, too distant, and too impersonal Some have great concern about
life after death and feel that traditional Judaism has ignored this 1ssue, or,
at least, failed to address 1t clearly Whether or not such feehngs accu-
rately represent the essence of Judaism, they remain facts that cannot be
ignored or dismissed

Conclusion

It1s undemable that not al) madern Jews find the traditional forms of
Judaism adequate to express their sense of Jewishness Many people have
noted the unique combination of the ethnic and the rehgious in Jewish
identity For some Jews, the ethiic dimension 1s all that rematns i the
wake of the seculanzing currents of modern society Other Jews seek to
hold on to their ethmc identity at the same time that they begin to explore

15 Lynn Davidman, “Strength of Tradiion in 2 Chaouc World Women Whe Turn to
Orthodox Judaism,” paper presented at the Society for the Scientific Study of Relygron Confer-
ence, Chicago, 1l , October, 1984

16 Jakob Jocz, The Jewwsh Peogple and Jesus Christ After Auschwatz (Grand Rapds, Mich
Baker Book House, 1981), p 142
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new spiritual possibilinies outside of traditional Judaism The Jewish infi-
deland the Jewish heretic are models that help to distinguish these daffer-
ent areas of tenston m contemporary Judaism Both are indicauons of dis-
satisfaction with traditional rehgious positions If the sources of this dis-
satisfaction are not explored and addressed, they can begin to erode the
conunuity and stability of Jewish group life I have tried to indicate that,
for reasons which are not so much theological as sociological and histor-
1cal, the Jewish community does not feel as profoundly threatened by the
Jewish infidel as by the messianic Jewtsh heretic As discussions of who
and what 1s a Jew continue to proliferate, we must be wary of stmple reli-
glous responses to a problem whose real 1ssues need to be approached on
a wholly dufferent level than Maimomdes' principles of faith

Miriam’s Prayer
DIANE KARAY

God of the flowing river

brimming between banks

the water flows,

bearing us all to the source,

bearing all to the sea

No more than currents swept inexorably
do we escape the swift tug of years
Watch over us on our nver journey

When at last all evil lies submerged

under the hillows of your endless wave,
bear us all by miracle and grace

to the niver’s brink and grateful song

With feet hight as stars,

lead us in holy dance — arching desert,
arching fire and cloud,

untl i the sweat of a generation’s dancing,
we taste the aching salt

of freedom

DIANE KARAY, a Presbytenian minster, w5 currently studymng liturgy at the Unaversuty of
Notre Dame



