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UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF JEWISH 

Idenuty has become mcreasmgly comphcated In the modern world as 
vanous Jews have developed ways of expressIng theIr Jewlshness that 
stram and often threaten some of the tradItIonal assumpuons of the Jew­
Ish commumty I would hke to present several categones whIch may be 
helpful In dlstIngUlshmg and analyzmg some of these anomalous cases of 
JewIsh IdentIty In so dOIng, I also hope to show that the dIfferent 
responses of the JewIsh commumty to certam of these threats are not pn­
manly the result of the theologICal factors 10 terms of whIch the problem 
IS normally couched Rather, they are largely a reflectIOn of the SOCIOlog­
Ical predICament of bemg a Jew 10 a non-JewIsh world 

The central dlstmctIon that I WIsh to propose was msplred by a 
remark made by a JewIsh professor In one of hIS rehglOn classes when I 
was a college student at ColumbIa U mverslty He recalled bemg chIded by 
a GentIle colleague for bemg somewhat of a "hereuc" 10 hIS treatment of 
some Issue In relIgion HIS response, dehvered WIth mock Indignation, 
was to deny the accuracy of such a label "My dear fellow," he saId, "I must 
correct you I am not a hereuc I am an 'nfuiel " 

Although It dId not occur to me at the tIme, I have smce realIzed that 
there IS an Important dIfference between bemg a heretIC and bemg an 
mfidel Wlthm a specIfic relIgIOUS tradluon, each presents a Slgmficantly 
dIfferent problem Hereucs are those who hold to relIgIOUS belIefs or 
pracUces that are at odds WIth the "maJonty position" 10 theIr rehglOn 
They beheve, mdeed, they belIeve very fervently Unfortunately, they 
beheve the wrong thtngs [heteroxody]. at least "wrong" accordIng to the 
leaders of then tradluon, and the consensus of the commumty [ortho­
doxy] Nevertheless, hereucs Idenufy themselves WIth theIr rehglOn and 
tnSISt that their belIefs are what the relIgIon IS truly about Thus, the Chns­
Uan "hereuc" demands to be recogmzed as the only true Chnsuan, the 
JeWIsh "hereuc" as the only true Jew Wlthm JudaIsm, for example, the 
Samantans, Karaltes, and Sabbateans each InSisted at vanous Urnes that 
theIr group alone represented "true" JudaIsm 

HeretIcs do not see themselves as apostates, SInce they regard them­
selves as neIther traitors to then own relIgIOn nor as converts to a new 
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rehglOn U nhke apostates, who totally reject both their old rehglOus 
behefs and thetr old communal Identity, hereucs try to correct the reh­
gtous behefs of the traditIOn at the same Ume that they contlfiue to affirm 
their membership m the rehglous commumty 

RehglOus tradluons deal With hereucal challenges m variOUS ways In 
some cases, heretIcs dre persecuted and driven out of the commumty At 
other times, the tradItIOnal commumty simply acts as though the hereuc 
does not eXist and Ignores the pO'luons that he has taken In still other 
cases, the communIty regards heretIcs WIth scorn, but tolerates them In 
the hope that they can be persuaded to repent and return to the tradi­
tIOnal perspective 

When a heretical pOSItiOn IS held for too long, however, It soon tends 
to be regarded as apostasy Durmg the period of the prophets, for exam­
ple, those Jews who had strayed mto the worship of Canaamte gods were 
essentially hereucal Jews - at first They were "smful" Jews, but Jews, 
nonetheless While they were exhorted by the prophets to return to pure 
Judaism, those who perSisted m their pracuces were eventually Written 
off as apostates 

In contrast to heretIC and apostate, the term mfldel has traditIOnally 
been used to refer to those who are unbehevers rather than mzsbehevers 
The problem whIch they present to the traditional rehglOus commumty IS 
not that they beheve the wrong thmgs, but that they are essenually deVOId 
of mterest and behef m the whole rehglOus system or some major part of 
It Therefore, It IS maccurate to call them hereucs OrdmarIly, mfidels nei­
ther claIm to be members of the rehglous group whose behefs they reject, 
nor are they regarded as members by the group W,thm the history of 
Chnsuamty,Jews (along With Mushms) have frequently been regarded as 
"mfidels," Ie, unbelIevers, and not as "heretics," Ie, mlsbehevers Cun­
ously, dunng the InqUISItIon, It was necessary to reclasSify Jews from 
"mfidels" to "hereucs" m order to try them In so domg, JudaISm came to 
be seen not as an mdependent rehglOn, but as a perverse devlauon [her­
esy] from the true faIth The Jews were accused of knowmg the truth of 
Chnsuamty and dehberately dlStortmg It m the "hereSies" found m the 
Talmud JudaISm became a Chnsuan heresy 

In short, the heretzc IS usually the threat from wlthm a rehglon that 
tests Its theologIcal boundarIes, while the mfidells the threat from outSIde 
the relIgIOn One of the pecuhantIes of modern JudaIsm, however, IS the 
fact that one finds both JeWISh heretzcs and JeWISh mfidels who equally 
claim the nght to call themselves Jews Admittedly, some of them may not 
be JeWish In a tradItional reltglOus sense, but neither IS It legItImate to dIS­
mISs their claims of JewlShness on the grounds that they beheve the 
"wrong" thmgs, or nothmg at all It IS well-known that JeWISh Identity 
Includes non-religIOus dImenSIons whICh cire no less real SImply because 
they are difficult to define or explam 

I recognIze that "heretic" and "Infidel" cire terms that one encounters 
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mamly m the study of Chnstlamty I JudaIsm, m general, has been less 
concerned WIth punty and umformIty of behef than ChnstIamty How­
ever, I thmk It IS too frequently overlooked that the Issues of heresy and 
mfidehty are hIghly slgmficant for JewIsh tradItIOn as well The questIOn 
of heresy In Judaism has always been confUSIng. since Judaism has nei­
ther a central rehglOus authOrIty nor a umversally accepted dogma 
agamst whIch heresy can be defined Therefore, what constitutes heresy 
IS never fixed, and tends to vary WIth hlstoncal developments What IS 
normaUve at one pOint In rehglous history can become heretical at 
another For example, at tImes, both HasIdIC and ReformJews have been 
consIdered heretics by other Jews 

One source of confusIOn about JewIsh Identity m the modern world 
stems from the seemmgly paradoxIcal fact that the modern JewIsh "mfi­
del" (e g , the JewIsh seculanst or humamst who does not beheve m or 
practICe tradItIOnal JudaIsm) IS not only tolerated but IS possIbly even nor­
matIve for large segments of the JewIsh commumty, whereas one partICu­
lar kmd of JeWIsh heretic, the "messlamc-Jew,,2 (I e , one who clearly 
beheves m and praCtIces some of tradItIonal JudaIsm, but also beheves 
certam "wrong" or unacceptable thmgs) IS regarded wIth great alarm by 
the JewIsh commumty, mdeed, the "messlamc-Jews'" heresy threatens to 
cast theIr very Jewlshness m doubt, to render them apostates or "former­
Jews" ThIS sItuatIOn raIses two Important questions Why can't a Jew 
become a follower of Jesus and remam aJew' Why does the JewIsh com­
mumty react WIth greater concern and ammosIty to thIS "heresy" than to 
the pervasIve "mfidel-Ity" of many modern Jews' 

Backgrourul to the Modem Hebrew-ChrzstwnIMessUlmc-Jew Movement 

The Hebrew-Chnstlan movement, whIch ongmally developed m 
England m the late 19th and early 20th century, arose as a result of the 
hIstone faIlure of mlsslOmzmg among the Jews, who are remarkably 
resistant to the Gospel message Partlcularly In Its most recent resurgence, 
thIS movement represents a new packagmg for an old product The rea-

l JeWish tradmon, particularly dunng the TalmudiC penod, did develop a number of ways 
of descnbmg rehglously deviant behefs and practJces Smce these terms did not always have 
a consistent meanmg III every period of the past and do not have Widespread currency today, 
I prefer to use the Enghsh terms that I have mentioned Nevertheless, the dlstmcuons I am 
suggesung can sttll be discerned m the rabbIniC termmology The term mm IS the closest to 
heretic One of Its pnmary meanmgs I" a member of a JeWish sect that has embraced POSI­
tions unacceptable to the rabbiS The Jewish Chnstlans were an example of such mdlvlduals 
Terms hke hofer and aplhoros come closer to what I descnbe as mfidels They refer to those 
who are skepttcal of certam rehglous doctrines, or who deny them altogether Fmally, terms 
lIke mumaror meshummad are closest to apostate, smce they Imply actual detection fromJuda­
Ism and conversion to another rehglon 
2 "Messlamc-Jew" [or "Hebrew-Chnstlan"] IS the term commonly used by those persons of 
JeWish background who beheve that Jesus was the meSSiah descnbed and expected mJewlsh 
tradltton 
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son why Jews have never been very receptIve to ChnstIan ffilsslOnlzlng, It 
has been suggested, IS that they have the sIlly Idea that It IS somehow 
un-JewIsh to beheve In Jesus The Ideology of the modern messlamcJew­
Ish movement suggests that Jews should be approached at the level of 
their ethmc-natlOnalldentlty and group loyalty and be shown that noth­
Ing JewIsh need be gIven up by becoming a follower of Jesus 

Messlamc-Jews will argue that behevlng In Jesus IS not really a reh­
glOus conversIOn or a betrayal of the JewIsh people On the contrary, IUS a 
legItimate mamfestatlOn of JudaIsm Indeed, they argue, It IS the ultimate 
JewIsh posItIOn Thus, on the pocket card of pOinters for messlamcJews 
who wItness to traditional Jews, they are Instructed NOT to say Jesus 
Christ, whIch does not sound JewIsh to the average Jew, but, rather, 
Yeshua the messiah [or mashlach] They are NOT to talk about con­
verting, 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 heritage They are to refer to "Blble-behevers" [others say 
"JeWIsh behevers"]' not Chrlstlans, "meeting ofBlble-behevers," not 
"church," "second part of the BIble," not "New Testament," and "tree," 
not "cross" In other words, they want to de-GentlllZe Chrlstlamty 

The goal of the messlamc-J ews IS to provIde a J eWlsh-hke 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 beheve In Jesus, the messlamc Jews can 
show that acceptance of Jesus does not forfeIt a person's Jewlshness As a 
result of thIS strategy, messlamc Jews are often accused of dehberately try­
Ing to decetve traditIOnal Jews Into behevlng that Jesus IS the JewIsh mes­
Siah, Ie, to tnckJews Into becommg ChnstIans However, SInce the eVI­
dence for such mtent to deceIve IS, on the whole, unconvIncmg. It IS more 
useful to accept the good Intentions of most messlamc Jews and to deter­
mine whether their 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 commumty about the 
messlamc-Jews IS thIS claIm that not only are they stlllJewlsh, but that they 
have "Improved," "completed," "enrIched," "complemented," or "ful­
filled" their Jewlshness and, finally, become "whole" It IS obvIOUS why 
thIS rhetOrical approach that emphaSIzes addmg somethmg to JudaIsm IS 
more appeahng than the Idea of convertmgfromJudalsm The messlamc­
Jews refuse to admIt that they have rejected or betrayed some fundamen­
tal part of themselves and theIr upbringing They do not want SImply to 
be Chrlstlans Rather, they want to erase, or at least blur, the tradltlonal 
boundary between JudaIsm and Chrlstlamty Dependmg on one's per­
spective, then approach can be chdractenzed as an attempt at either reap­
propriating central Chrlstlan theologlcal pomts mto JudaIsm, or absorb­
Ing JudaIsm Into Chnstlamty Of course, the underlYing assumptlon of 
every "completed" Jew IS the common ChristIan notIon that JudaIsm IS 
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somehow lncomplete, an Idea whteh only indIcates an mcomplete under­
standmg of JudaIsm 

Most messtamc-Jewlsh groups are profoundly puzzled by the refusal 
of the JewIsh commumty to consIder them Jews, when the same commu­
mty admits the posslblhty, however reluctantly, of JewIsh atheIsts or Jew­
Ish Zen masters, and accepts the fact that Jesus and hIS ongmal followers 
were all Jews and a movement wlthm JudaIsm The pamphlets of such 
groups frequently pomt to what one messlamcJew calls a "great paradox 
How can It be that one who follows .Jew <all of whose ongmal followers 
were Jews) IS no longer Jewlsh~" 

DIfferent strands of the messlamc-Jewlsh movement have developed 
several baste arguments m defense of the ']ewlshness" of theIr move­
ment The older Hebrew-Chnstlan movement take. a shghtly dIfferent 
stance than do the newer messlantcJewI,h groups The Hebrew­
Chnsttan groups tend to appeal to ethmc defimttons of JewIsh ness, whtle 
the newer messlamc-Jewlsh groups frequently emphaSIze a rehglous defi­
nition of J eWlshness 3 One (ommon Hebrew-ChnstIan approach IS to 
dIvorce Jewlshness from rehglOn and to see It solely as a questIOn of 
nattonahty or race According to thIS posltton, no matter what Jews 
beheve or do not beheve, they remam Jews, descendants of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob If they are humamsts, they are sttll Jews, If they are athe­
ISts, they are sttllJews, If they beheve mJesus, they are sttllJews Nothmg 
can eradicate that Jewlshness Such messIanIC-Jews see themselves as 
members ofthe JeWIsh people, but follower. of the Chnsttan relIgIOn They 
are simultaneously Jewish dnd Chll~tIdll 1Il the same way that one can be 
simultaneously Amencan and ChnstIan fhey mSlst that there IS no dan­
ger of theIr becommg Genules by accepting Jesus, because GentIles, hke 
Jews, are born, not made 

ThiS raCIal or ethnIC approach to Jewlshness IS more charactenStiC of 
the older Hebrew-Chnstlan movement These groups tend to be opposed 
to preservmg many JeWIsh practtces because they would make acceptance 
In the fundamentahst Chnstldn commumty difficult These meSSlanlC­

Jews are unhkely to have arks and ~I 01 ah"l or to have d seder dunng Passo­
ver Very few matntatnJewI,h plattlce and Identity HlstoncaHy, 
Hebrew-Chnsttans have been completely aSSImIlated, gentlhzed, and 
church-acculturated JeWIsh members of the movement are gradually 
aSSimIlated mto ChrIstlan churches Thus, the movement IS mamly a half­
way house to complete apostasy 4 Wnhm several generatIons, the mem­
ben,' ties to Judaism disappear completely Perhaps It would be faIr to call 
such Hebrew ChnstIans semI-apostates 

A newer type of messlantc-J ew has ansen In conjunctIon WIth recent 

3 See David A Rausch, MeSSUlnlC judarsm It! HIStory, Theology, and Polzty (New York Edwm 
Mellen Press, 1982), ch 6 
4 Ira 0 (~hck, "The Hebrew Chnstlans A Marginal Rehglous Group," In The jews SOCUll 
Patterns of an Ameruan Group, ed by Marshall Sklare (Glencoe, III The Free Press, 1958) 



22 Judmsm 

mterest m the Jewish roots of Jesus and the church These messlamc-J ews 
claim a Ue wIth the Jewish Chnsuans of the first century and claim to be 
Jewish congregauons who happen to believe m Jesus TheIr goal IS not for 
Jews to be assimIlated Into Christian churches, but to continue to hve as 
Jews They present Jesus as a 10yaiJew who mterpreted the true meanmg 
of the Torah and was m the great tradluon of the Jewish prophets 

Unlike the prevIous approach, these messlamc-Jews deny that Jew­
Ishness has anythmg to do with birth at all and their argument usually 
finds Its inSpiration In Paul's words to the Romans 

He IS not a real Jew who IS one outwardly, nor IS true CircumCiSion some­
thmg external and physICal He IS aJew who IS one Inwardly, and real Cir­
cumCISion IS a matter of the heart. spIritual and not lIteral (2 28-9) 

Jewlshness IS thus defined as an Inner spirItual conditIon, not a matter of 
bIrth One pamphlet called "Who IS a Jew'" claims that 

not everyone who IS descended from Israel really belongs to Israel and 
not everyone born of Jewish parents IS IpSO facto a Jew A Jew has to 
choose to be aJew, he cannot be one through the sheer InCldence of birth A 
Jew IS not merely a umt In a certam national groupmg, but a man, who has 
personally and out of convICtIon come mto hvmg touch With God Only then 
IS he a true Jew 

Of course, the messIamc-Jew InSIsts that the hvmg relatIOn to God WhICh 
makes one a "true Jew" can be fully accomplished only through accept­
ance of Jesus and, speCifically, not through the traditIOnal understandmg 
of Torah 5 Although most of the newer messlamc Jews conUnue to 
observe some rItuals and observances that developed dunng the rabbInIC 
penod, their tolerance of rabbmlsm IS usually limited to the level of ntual 
practIces that probably serve as emotIOnal anchors to their J eWlshness 
When It comes to relIgIOUS law and sCrIptural exegeSIS, however, the rab­
bInIC tradItion IS conSIstently descnbed In such messlamc-Jewish htera­
ture as a man-made rehglOn lackmg m genume authonty or spmtuality 

JeWISh Theologtcal Responses to "MeSSUlnlc-jewI" 

The prevaIlmg feeling throughout the medieval penod was that even 
baptism Into ChristIanIty dId not oblIterate a person's Jewishnes", Rashl 
took a talmudIC maxim from another context - "A Jew, even If he has 
smned, remams a Jew" (Sanhednn 44a) - and transformed It mto a hala­
kh,c pnnclple relatmg to apostates Apostates were generally conSidered 
Jews who had smned, but they did not lose their JeWISh IdentIty, nor were 
they transformed mto Gentiles Although they did not enJoy all of the 
pnvlleges of Jews "m good standmg" (e g , partlclpauon m synagogue 

5 "Such contact With God does not corne by means of the Law, and certamly not through 
the mstrumentahty of TradItIon - 'the commandment'!,' which have accumulated through 
the centunes The Jew, who beheves In Jesus MeSSiah, IS a complete and true Jew" 
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serVices), they were still Jews for the purposes of halakhah (e g , matters 
of marnage and divorce, takmg Interest, Inhentance, etc) 6 However, 
while Rashl inSISted that even apostates remained Jews despite their Sin of 
apostasy, Malmomdes took a much dimmer view He tended to see Chns­
tlans [or Nazarenes] as Idol-worshippers Moreover, Malmomdes 
insisted, a J ew who worshipped an Idol was no longer to be regarded as a 
Jew 

The contemporary JeWish pOSitIOn seems to be a combination of both 
of these perspectives On the one hand, the JeWIsh communIty IS reluctant 
to exclude any Jews from Its ranks merely because of philosophical or the­
olOgical differences, while, on the other hand, Jews who accept certain 
Chnstlan Ideas have passed beyond the pale of tolerance The JeWish 
commumty contends that they have simply gone too far to be still consid­
ered Jews 

Although the refutatIOn of Chnstlamty was probably not a great con­
cern of Malmomdes, hiS pOSitIOns have provided authonty for much of 
the theological polemics against ChnstIamty In general, and messlamc 
Judaism In particular 7 RabbInic theology may never have been able to 
present a hst of defimtlve JeWish behefs, but Malmomdes' thIrteen articles 
of JeWish faith have served as such a creed particularly when It has been 
necessary to show the JeWish objectIOn to baSIC ChnstIan theology 8 

While many Jews today would have difficulty acceptIng some of Mal­
momdes' articles 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 In a Single article of 
faith "That whICh a Chnstlan beheves, I will never beheve [regardless of 
whatever else I beheve] " Doubtless, many Jews are able to read a Similar 
level of meamng Into the words of the mormng prayers, "Blessed are 
You, 0 god, for not haVing made me a 'goy'" Due to the hlstoncal tensIOn 
between Judaism and Chnstlamty, Jews have tended to elevate the denial 
of Chnstlan doctrIne to a paramount element of their self-defimtlon 
Iromcally, the medieval Chnstlan charge that Jews were Infidels, Ie, 
non-behevers In the Chnstlan gospel, has been Internahzed by many 

6 Jacob Katz, ExciUSlVentSS and Tolerance Stw-us m Jewzsh-Gent,te Relatw1lS tn Medl£Val and 
Modern Tunes (New York Schocken Books, 1961), pp 67-76, Jdcob Katz, "Though He 
Smned. He Remams an Israehte," Tarlntz, 27 (1957/8) 203-217, Lawrence H Schiffman, 
Who Was A Jew? (Hoboken, N J Ktav Pubhshmg House, Inc, 1985) 
7 Damel] Lasker,Jewtsh PhlWsophual Polemtcs AgaInst Chnstzamty zn the Muldle Ages (New 
York Ktav, 1977) 
8 In particular, Malffiomdes' claims about the umty of God, the IncorporealIty of God, the 
direct relationship between humans and God, the eternahty of the Torah, the truthfulness 
of the prophets, and the commg of the meSSiah have been used to repudiate the Chnstlan 
doctrmes of the tnmty, the Incarnation of God In Jesus, the role of Jesus as mediator 
between man and God, the end of the Law and the new covenant through Jesus, and the 
messlahshlp of Jesus [the meSSiah IS yet to come because the changes expected In a messlamc 
world have not occurred] 
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modern Jews who agree on few theologICal posItIons except for theIr non­
behef m Jesus and the Chnstlan theologICal pnnClples related to hIm 

Messlamc-Jews see a double standard m the posItion of the JewIsh 
commumty On the one hand, It defines Jewlshness m terms of cultural 
and socIOlogICal Identification WIth the JewIsh people The messlamc-Jew 
claIms thIs Identification as much as any other J ew On the other hand, the 
JewIsh community Wishes to read the messianIC-Jews out of Judaism on 
the basIs of theIr devIance from tradltlonal reltglOus beltefs The 
meSStalllC-J ews see It as hypocrItICal to exclude messlanlC-j ews from J uda­
Ism by mvokmg elements of Malffionldes' creed, since other Jews are not 
reqUIred to hold stnctly to these rehglOus pOSItiOnS, nor are they excluded 
from JudaIsm when they fatl to do so In short, the messtamc-Jew accuses 
the JewIsh commumty of seieellVe enforcement of ItS theology as a means of 
suppressmg one particular heretical group If Jewlshness were consIst­
ently defined as a rehglOus matter, the messlamc-Jews mIght be able to see 
why they are notJews m the sense that tradItIOnal rehglousJews are But 
they find a rehglous defimtlOn of Jewlshness somewhat arbItrary m ItS 
apphcatlOn, smce not all "legItImate" Jews practICe the rehglOn of JudaIsm 
III all Its aspects 

The messlamc-J ews have IdentIfied some of thIs theologICal "bad 
faIth" 10 then own literature when they cntICIze the secularIty and unbe­
hef of much of modern Judaism They rIghtly observe that many modern 
Jews are rehglOus "mfidels .. One messlamc JewIsh pamphlet raIses the 
question of how aJew could beheve that Jesus IS the meSSIah "Most Jews 
don't beheve mJesus, do they'" It asks The response IS "You're nght 
but then, when has TRUTH ever been determmed by a maJonty vote' 
After all, many Jews don't even beheve m God'" And others have 
NEVER looked at all the propheCIes m the Old Testament" Unfortu­
nately, the legitimate Issue In messlamc-Jews' complaInt IS often obscured 
by their tendency to accept uncntically the New Testament IdentIficatIon 
of the Phansees [read non-messlamc-Jews] as rehglOus hypocntes 

The qUIck answer to the "paradox" posed by the messtamc-Jews hes 
m an Important difference between the modern JeWish mfidel and the 
JeWIsh heretic The modern JeWISh mfidel remams faithful to the com­
munIty, In spIte of theologICal mfidehty, while the meSSIanIC-Jew IS seen as 
unfaithful to the commumty as well as to the rehglous traditIOn The Jew­
Ish commumty finds the messlame-Jew gUIlty of both ethmc mfidehty [by 
vlOlatmg group sohdanty] and theologICal heresy As far as mostJews are 
concerned, the InteractIon of these two elements transforms the 
meSSIanIC-Jews Into apostates, despIte the latter's claIms to the Lontrary 
However, to understand fully the dtlemma raIsed by Jews who embrace 
Jesus as the meSSIah, one must go back to the ongms of Chnstlanity 
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The Sztuatzon In the Fzrst Century 

At the tIme of Jesus, there was not one true Judaism or a normative 
JewISh tradItIOn In the first few centunes of the Common Era there was, 
wIthIn JudaIsm, a prolIferatIon of competIng sects whICh dIsagreed on 
Issues of theology, law, mterpretatIon, polItics, etc, but none ever claImed 
that the others were not Jews The maJonty of Jews In the world were 
common people, who probably had lIttle sense of affilIatIon to any specIfic 
sect at all The most promInent sects were the Phansees (forerunners of 
rabbInIc JudaIsm), the pnestly 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 hlstones tend to gloss over the fact that, from the POInt of 
vIew of the later rabbIs, all of the JewIsh sects other than the Phansees 
were techmcally guIlty of heresy In one form or another 

The POInt that must be made, of course, IS that It was only after the 
Phansees had become the controllIng Influence In JudaIsm that the POSI­
tIons of other groups of Jews were retroactIvely condemned as heretICal 
It IS not even true to say that these groups had strayed from "true" Juda­
Ism What really had happened was that "true" JudaIsm had evolved and 
changed One mIght even say that, from the POInt of vIew of what Juda­
Ism had been before, It was the Phansees whose Ideas were heretIcal Very 
often, yesterday's heretICs become today's relIgIOUS authontIes ThIS IS 
not necessarIly had, smce the result often IS creative evolution WIthin a 
traditIOn 

At the same time, It IS Important to realIze that these JeWish heretiCs 
dId not lose theIr status as Jews nor were they excluded from the JewIsh 
community In the fnst century, even JewIsh Chnstlans were sull 
regarded as Jews, as a JewIsh sect In tIme, the N azarenes were branded as 
heretICS by the rabbIS, most deCIsIvely after theIr faIlure to support the 
Bar Cochba revolt [They had refused to accept Aklba's claIm that Bar 
Cochba was the messIah 1 In the wake of the faIlure of that revolt, they 
became dIspersed, and rabbInIC JudaIsm paId lIttle more attentIon to 
them, whereupon they slowly dIsappeared, lIke the other heretIcal JewIsh 
sects 

The InItIal acknowledgement of the Jewlshness of the first followers 
of Jesus IS cruCIal for the modern messlamc-Jewlsh claIm for the Jewlsh­
ness of the belIef In Jesus Nevertheless, whIle It IS true that Jesus and hIS 
ongInal followers were all recogmzed as Jews, It IS also clear that the fol­
lowers of Jesus did not remam a JewIsh sect and Judaism soon dissocIated 
Itself from ChnstIamty completely There IS normally a lImIted lIfe-span 
for sectarIan movements as tolerated alternatIves, after whIch they usu­
ally move to become separate traditions, are reabsorbed by the onginal 
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tradition, or disIntegrate A sect IS hke a branch broken from Its onginal 
trunk Either It reroots, IS grafted back, or dies 

"Messzamc-Jutilllsm" m Hl5toncal PerspectIve 

CrItiCism of the messlamc-Jews' claIms of Jewlshness can best be 
made on a sImple hIstorIcal level rather than a theologIcal one Speakmg 
from a hIstorIcal pomt of VIew, the major fallacy behmd the argument of 
the messlamc-Jews that they are, m fact, Jews IS the common ChrIstIan 
mIsconception that Identifies JudaIsm wIth the rehglon of the "Old Testa­
ment," the rehglOn of the anCient Israehtes whICh allegedly stopped ItS 
development m the first century When messlamc-Jews use the word 
"J ew" they mean It m thIS speCial sense They see themselves as "Blbhcal 
Jews," but not as the descendents of the rabblmc tradItIon They mSlst that 
Blbhcal JudaIsm was dl5placed by rabblmc JudaISm, and that the latter IS 
not "true" JudaISm Smce It IS rabblmcJudalSm that IS blamed for the Jew­
Ish OpposItion to behef m Jesus, the messlamc-Jews usually dIScount the 
last 1900 years of JeWISh rehglOus development [or at least large portIOns 
of It] as a rabbmlc dIstortIOn that was not dlVlnely ordamed Others SImply 
neglect to mentton II at all 

But to say that the Tanakh or Old Testament alone comprIses Juda­
ISm IS a gross dIStortIon, hIStorIcally as well as theologIcally When rab­
blnlcjudalsm, on which modern Judaism rests, IS charactenzed as 
"un-JewIsh" or as a human mventlon of the PharIseees that IS lackmg In 
rehglOus authonty, one has redefined J udalSm m an unjustifiably bIzarre 
way The result of thIS semantic Jugglmg IS that the messtamc-Jews often 
come to the strange conclusIOn that Christianity IS more ''JewIsh'' than 
JudaIsm Whether or not the messlamc-Jews approve of the develop­
ments of rabblmc JudaISm, they canot SImply WISh them away Thelf 
claIm that hehef m Jesus does not reqUIre glvmg up anythmg JeWIsh, 
makes sense only If one first dISregards as "un-J eWlsh" the rabbmIC mter­
pretatlOn of the BIble and Ignores almost all of JeWISh hIstory and reh­
glOUS development smce the first century 

At the same tIme, the assumption that JudaIsm IS IdentICal WIth the 
rehglOn of the rabbmlc penod, Ie, the hfe of talmud and halakhah, IS also 
a historical distortion, for two reasons FITst, WIthin the history of Juda­
ISm, there have always been sectanan groups, whICh the rabbIS of the time 
systemattcally downplayed, Ignored, or rejected, (e g ,JewISh mysticIsm, 
hastdlSm) but whICh have also ennched and contnbuted to JudaIsm Sec­
ond, much of modern JudaIsm has severed liS tie to the rabbmlc model 
Only by recogmzmg thIS fact can the phenomenon of the JeWIsh mfidel he 
understood 

EmanCipation, Rehgtons Plurall5m, and the Secular Jew 

It has been mainly In the last two centUries that the question of who or 
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what IS a Jew has become such a confusmg Issue The dual effect of the 
JewIsh enhghtenment (iulskalah) and the pohtlcal emanCIpation of the 
Jews m the 18th and 19th centunes radICally altered the meamng ofbemg 
a J ew DUrIng the 1800 years from the destruction of the second temple to 
the French Revolutlon,Judalsm was relatIvely monohthlC, and JewIsh law 
or halakhah was ItS umfymg force To be aJew was to be a member of the 
JewIsh people and to be a person who beheved m and praCtIced JewIsh 
rehgIOn to a certam degree The JewIsh commumty had no real place for 
a non-rehgIOus Jew That was a contradICtion m terms The rehgIOus and 
the natIonal or ethmc dImensIOns of JewIsh Identity were mseparable 
However, as the JewIsh reformers of the 19th century slowly dIsmantled 
halakhah as the umfymg force behmd JudaIsm, It became possIble, for 
the first time, to abandon JewIsh law, or parts of It, WIthout abandonmg 
bemg aJew Today, one can be a rehglOusJew wIthout bemg Orthodox 
regardmgJewlsh law, and one can probably be a commItted Jew WIthout 
bemg much of a belIever at all Bemg JewIsh does not reqwre a specIfic 
theologICal commItment Clearly, It IS no longer rehglOn pure and SImple 
that umfies Jews m theIr sense of Jewlshness Recent polls show that only 
25% of AmencanJews say that rehgIOn IS "very Important" to them and 
less than 15% attend rehgIOus servIces weekly Rather, JewlShness has to 
do WIth loyalty to, and concern for, the JeWISh people, and IdentificatIOn 
WIth theIr hIstory and culture SOCIOlOgISts have noted that AmerIcanJews 
compensate for the relative weakness of their relIgious commItment by 
emphasIZIng JewISh group loyalty and support of Israel Jews oftenJom 
synagogues less because of mtrmSlc rehgloSlty than to affirm theIr SOCIal 
IdentIfication wIth the JeWISh commumty The major functIOn of Sunday 
school often has been to foster JewlShness [I e cultural IdentIficatIOn] 
more than to learn JudaISm In short, what characterIzes many AmerIcan 
Jews IS 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 mJudalSm and whom I have dubbed "the Jew­
ISh mfidel " 

One of the most mfluentlal figures of the modern world IS also a 
good example of that new type Although he rejected every trace oftradl­
tlOnal JudaISm and saId that the only thmg Passover was good for was con­
StipatIOn, many Jews are proud to cal hIm "one of theIr own ,,91 am refer­
rIng to SIgmund Freud, who wrote, In hIS autobIOgraphy, "My parents 
were Jews and I have remamed aJew myself" Throughout hIS hfe Freud 
felt mtensely JewISh, he assoCIated almost excluSIvely WIth other Jews, and 
he credIted hIS JewlShness wIth gIVIng hIm the mtellectual mdependence 
to develop psychoanalySIs But, elsewhere, Freud defiantly announced 
that he was a "godless" person, "as httle an adherent of the JewISh rehglOn 

9 QUite a few recent books have focused speCifically on Freud's "Jewishness" as a major 
factor III hiS hfe and work 
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as of any other" In fact, he sawall rehglon as an Infantile llluSlOn, a wlsh­
fulfillment. and a collectlve neurosIS He even went so far as to propose 
the mcredlble theory that Moses, Moshe Rabbenu, was not a J ew at all, but 
a renegade Egyptian pnest who was later murdered by the Jews 

One of my favonte anecdotes about F feud concerns a minor mCIdent 
that occurred when he was In his 70s An Amencan doctor wrote to him 
about a dramauc expenence which had led him to accept Jesus as hIS per­
sonal messiah He asked Freud (as a fellow-phySiCIan) to thmk about the 
subject with an open mmd "reud wrote back 

I am glad to hear that this expenence has enabled you to retam your faith 
As for myself, God has not done ')0 much for me He has never allowed me 
to hear an mnerVOl(e, and, III VIew afmy age, tfhe doesn't hurry, It won't be 
my fault If I remam to the end ot my hfe what I now am-"anmfidelJew ,,10 

The emanclpauon of the Jews not only produced the posSlblhty of 
the JewISh "mfidel," It also chipped away at the boundary that separated 
the Jew from the Genule The perennial problem of how to hve among 
the GentIles without becoming one of them became more acute One 
result IS that for many modern Jews the Slne qua non of then JewlShness IS 
not pnmanly an affirmatIOn of some essenual JewISh quahty (which no 
one can seem to Idenufy anyway) Rather, the mm.mum that they can agree 
upon IS that to be aJew IS to he unhke the Genules m some essenual way 

Although atheISm IS no less serIOUS a rehglous threat to JudaISm than 
the hehef m "false messiahs," the JewISh atheISt IS of less concern than the 
"mesSianic-Jew" for a Simple reason It IS not lack of behef that threatens 
to dISlodge one's JewlShness, nor IS It Simply followmg the ways of the 
GentIles To be sure, Amencan Jews have become mcreaslngly aSSimi­

lated Into GentIle culture However, to embrace the radlOactzve core of goy­
zshness-Jesus - VIOlates the final taboo of JewISh ness and bnngs Imme­
dIate condemnation Bebef In J eSllS as meSSIah IS not sImply a heretical 
JewISh behef, as It may have been m the first century, It has become the 
eqUivalent to an act of ethno-cultural sUICide Phdlp Roth has suggested 
that one of the thIngs w hleh connects Jews to each other IS "an anCient and 
powerful dlSbehef, WhICh, If It IS not fdshlondble or wISe to assert 10 pubhc, 
IS no less powerful for bemg underground that IS, the reJecuon of the 
myth of Jesus Chnst " IronIcally. Roth contmue~, thIS pdsslon with whICh 
Jesus IS rejected IS not always equalled by the pas"on with whICh the God 
of Moses IS embraced or approached II It l"i not so SUrprISIng that the J ew­
ISh community can tolerate the atheISm of JewISh mfidels but not the 
messianIC-Jews' hehef III Jesus More than a rehglOus Issue IS at stake To 
accord to Jesus any major role III one's hte IS not simply to VIOlate a num­
ber of relIgIous dogmas, more Important, It IS to transgress a cardmal 

10 Freud, "A Rehglous Expenence" [1928] 
11 ''Jewlshness and the Younger Intellectuals A ~ympo"lUm," Commentary (June 1961) 
350-1 
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SOCIal taboo It removes the one thmg that permanently separates the Jew 
from the GentIle 

The puzzlmg fact that aJewlsh atheIst wIll be accepted as aJew, whIle 
a JewIsh belIever m Jesus wIll not, IS a result of the mIxed nature of JewIsh 
Identity MembershIp m the JewIsh people IS most commonly a sImple 
matter of bIrth that reqUIres no additIOnal relIgIous affirmatIOn For 
those whose Jewlshness IS not establIshed by buth, entry mto the JewIsh 
people [or exit from It], has always been seen as a relIgIous matter and 
occurs only by an explICIt act of relIgIous conversIOn mtoJudalsm [or out 
of It] ThIs situatIOn can be compared to the dIfference between natlve­
born cItizens and naturalIzed ones AlIens who seek to be naturalIzed as 
Amencan CitIzens are reqUIred to study history and CIVICS and to take an 
oath of loyalty, though neIther of these IS speCIfically reqUIred of natlve­
born CItizens In additIOn, cItizens (natIve-born or naturalIzed) do not lose 
theIr CItizenshIp by dlsagreemg with varIOUS prmClples of theIr country, 
but only by sweanng allegIance to another country SImIlarly, wlthm 
JudaIsm a person loses status m the commumty as aJew most clearly when 
he or she accepts another relIgIOn and IdentIfies wIth members of that 
relIgIon Jews by buth may choose to be atheIsts and not lose theIr Jewlsh­
ness for the same reason that AmerIcans may be fasCIsts or communists 
and not lose theIr AmerIcan cItizenshIp JudaIsm - unlIke the state of 
Israel- does not recogmze dual "citIzenshIp" Therefore, JeWIsh ChrIS­
tians m effect "denaturalIze" themselves from the JeWIsh people m the act 
of acceptmg ChrIstlamty To accept another faIth separates one from the 
JeWIsh people m a way that not observmg JeWIsh relIgIOn does not 12 

Slwbbata. Zev. H eret.e or Apostate' 

If we are gomg to place the present heresy of messIamc-Judalsm In 

perspectIve, I thmk It IS valuable to consIder another very Important 
group of Jews who also belIeved that the messIah had already come In 
1648, the year of the Chmelmtzky pogrom In Poland and other severe 
anti-SemItic persecution, a somewhat unbalanced man by the name of 
Shabbatal ZevI [1626-1676] proclaImed hImself the messIah Slowly, 
despIte the oppOSItIOn of many of the rabbIS, he achIeved WIdespread 
acceptance throughout all of the JeWIsh commumtles m the world and 
many Jews sold theiT busmesses and property and travelled to Jerusalem 
to prepare for the messlamc perIod When Shabbatal went to ConstantI­
nople to take the crown of the TurkIsh Sultan and maugurate hIS messI­
anic rule, he was arrested, Jaded and, finally, gIven the chOIce of conver­
sion to Islam or death He chose to convert 

12 An mterestmg sociological Issue would concern to what extent a converfsJewlshness IS 
more ned to rehglous observance than IS that of a born Jew I suspect that a recent convert 
who gave up hiS faith to become a Jewish mfidel would soon revert to bemg seen as a Genule 
m the eyes of the Jewish community 
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A messiah who converts to another rehglOn IS a real embarrassment, 
probably even worse than one who IS crucIfied But, Just as ChrIstlamty 
turned an awkward sItuatIOn to ItS own advantage by saY10g that Jesus' 
humlhatlng execution had been part of God's plan all along, some of the 
followers of Shabbatal claImed that he had to convert 10 order to fulfill hIS 
meSSIanlC fUllctlon m other words, the apostasy of the messIah was neces­
sary for hIm to hberate sparks of dlVlne hohness trapped 10 realms of 
ImpurIty hke Islam Although Shabbatal had converted, he was not really 
a Mushm, he was stIll aJew WhIle most of Shabbatal's followers stayed 
wlth1OJudalsm, these "messlamcJews" were stIll persecuted by the offi­
CIal rabb10lc authOrIties Other followers of Shabbatal, 1Oclud1Og some 
rabbIS and mystics, felt that the apostasy of the messIah should serve as an 
example for them, and that redemptIOn reqUIred that they pretend to be 
Mushms They dId not follow the worldly Torah and haJakhah, but, 
rather, the mystical Torah revealed by the messIah ThIS Jewlsh-Mushm 
sect sull surVIves III Turkey, where Its members are formally Mushms, but 
feel, 1Owardly, that they are Jews 

Here, too, one can ask at what pOInt, If any, dId Shabbatal 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
Ism accept as Jews those who still InsIsted on the meSSlahshlp of Shabba­
tal";) 

TraditIOnal JewIsh hIstory talks about the Shabbatean movement as a 
heresy and has tned to mInImIze It, sometimes even calhng It a mass psy­
chOSIS However, It would be foohsh to say that the followers of Shabbatal 
had ceased to be Jews Indeed, they called themselves "belIevers" In con­
trast to other Jews whom they called "Infidels" Gershom Scholem, the 
greatest expert on JewIsh mystiCIsm, has argued that the Shabbatean 
movement was JewIsh from start to finIsh It wa~ symptomauc of acnSIS of 
faIth wlthm the JewIsh people as theIr medIeval IsolatIOn 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 

Messlanzc Judazsm as Symptom 

I do not belIeve that the current meSSIamc JewIsh movement IS, 10 
Itself, as seriOUS a threat to Judaism as some alarmists have contended In 
the face of Intermarriage rates that are approachIng 50%, It IS a statistic­
ally mmor problem 13 The strong reactIOn of the JeWIsh commumty to 

13 Rehable estimates of the total number of people Involved In the vanous forms of messI­
anIC Judaism are difficult to make As IS the case With other controveT'!Ial groups, estlmates 
from both JeWish groups and the group Itself often tend to be exaggerated for vanous 
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meSSIanlC JudaIsm testifies to certam deep-seated fears rather than the 
movement's actual power Jews are espeCially sensItIve to perceived 
threats to the transmIssIon of JewIsh IdentIty from one generatIOn to the 
next, and In Amencan SOcIety such threats are more subtle than pogroms 
or holocausts The overall dIlution of JeWIsh Identity through the gradual 
aSSimIlation and secularIzation of many AmerIcan Jews IS a fairly perva­
sIve problem, but It IS not one wIth speCIfic targets that are easy to Identify, 
blame, or remedy As a result, much of the fear ofloSIng the next genera­
tIon for Judaism has been transferred mto the campaign agamst so-called 
"cults" and groups lIke the messmmc Jews 

As IS the case WIth Intermarriage, one question that IS repeatedly 
raIsed IS "What about tlIe chIldren'" Even If meSSIamc Jews claIm to 
retaIn some form of JewIsh IdentIty, however mutilated It seems to other 
Jews, It IS not Irrelevant to conSider the kInd of rehglOus or culturallden­
tlty whICh they wIll transmIt to theIr chIldren For the older Hebrew 
ChrIstian movement, IS IS clear that descendants of Hebrew ChnstIans 
were very soon IndIstinguIshable from "full-fledged" ChrIstians How­
ever, It IS really too soon to tell how chIldren raised In the newer messlamc 
JeWIsh groups that InSISt on preservmg JeWIsh rItuals and culture WIll 
relate to eIther Judaism or ChnstIanlty In a certain sense, the meSSianiC 

jew's chIldren face a relIgrous and psychologIcal dIlemma SImIlar to that 
of chIldren of Interfaith marrages how to accomodate WIthIn theIr Iden­
tIty 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 In the resolutIon of thIS dIlemma, It IS also pOSSIble that, In 
some cases, the chIldren of hIghly aSSImIlated Jews WIll retaIn even less 
JeWIsh IdentIty than the chIldren of messlamc Jews 

I have tned to exam me the meSSIanIC JewIsh phenomenon WIthout 
succumbIng to the kInd of rhetOrIC that depIcts ItS leaders as 

vultures hovermg and CirclIng over thirstIng bodies In the desert, 
patIently waItmg for theopportumty to snare yet another JeWish soul thlTst­
mg for DIVInity. stoppIng at nothmg to WIn the soul of a young Jew 14 

Rather, I thmk thIS movement IS symptomatIC of a number offactors that 
must be recognized If we are to understand the attractIon of vanous new 
relIgrous optIOns pursued by young Jews today In a world where tradI­
tIOnal values and relIgIon have lost much of theIr credIbIlIty, the tranSItIOn 
from adolescence to adulthood can be accompamed by dISOrIentatIon, 
alIenatIOn, and lonelIness One sees among the young (and the not so 

polemical purposes An addltJonai problem In makmg estimates IS the fact that most groups 
hke these have high turnover rates, many members eventually return to thelT former reb­
gIOUS group or move on to new ones There IS normally a relatively small mner core of highly 
commuted members and a larger, though less committed, Circle around It About the most 
thatean be safely said about the number ofmessIaOlcJews IS that they are "m the thousands" 
14 Dov AharoOifisch,jewsjor Nothing On CulLs, Intermarnnge and Asslmtiatzon (New York 
Feldhelm Pubhshers, 1984) 
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young) a hunger for commumty, famIly, moral certainty, rules for hVIng, 
and spIrItual answers that are not easIly found III modern urban SOcIety 
The typICal converts to unusual relIgIOUS groups are not best understood 
as victims of sptntual kldnappmg and deception More hkely, they feel 
psychologically dislocated and spmtually dissatisfied, with a deep deSire 
to belong to a close, mtImate commumty, and to have the certamty of sim­
ple, clear answers and the secunty of fixed rules for hvmg 

This deSire IS as much true of the J ew for Jesus, the Jewish member of 
Hare Knshna, the Jewish Defense League, the Baal-Teshuva or the Luba­
vltch convert Many of these people are disillusIOned with the lukewarm 
rehglon and hberalldeas of their parents A recent study of youngJewlsh 
women from reform or non-observant familIes who had deCided to turn 
to Orthodox Judaism showed that most did so out ofa deSire for belong­
Ing, commumty, and stable values, rather than from specific behefs about 
God I' 

The psychologICal appeal of the messlamc Jews IS not unhke that of 
evangehcal Chnstlamty In general, and It should not be overlooked Its 
emphasIs on a close personal relationship with God and strong rehglous 
fellowship are things that members claim were not always so easy to find 
III Judaism One supporter of the movement states, "It IS In the context of 
the spmtual vacuum wlthmJewr), that contemporary Hebrew Chnstlan­
Ity must be seen, espeCially the Jews for Jesus movement ,,16 There IS an 
element of truth 10 thiS exaggeration Messlamc Judaism offers a simple 
faith not requmng sophisticated scholarship It gives a vIsible father fig­
ure who loves and forgives totally Messlamc Jews complam that they 
found the God about whom they learned In synagogues was too hard to 
relate to, too distant, and too Impersonal Some have great concern about 
hfe after death and feel that tradmonal Judaism has Ignored thiS Issue, or, 
at least, failed to address It clearly Whether or not such feelings accu­
rately represent the essence of Judaism, they remain facts that cannot be 
Ignored or dIsmIssed 

Concluswn 

It IS undemable that not all modern Jews find the traditional forms of 
Judaism adequate to express their sense of Jewish ness Many people have 
noted the umque combmatlOn of the ethmc and the rehglOus 10 Jewish 
IdentIty For some Jews, the ethmc dImenSIOn IS all that remams III the 
wake of the seculanzmg currents of modern society Other Jews seek to 
hold on to their ethmc Identity at the same time that they begm to explore 

l5 Lynn Davldman, "Strength of Tradition In a ChaotiC World Women Who Tum to 
Orthodox Judaism," paper presented at the Soclety for the Scunttjlc Study of Rebgl-on Confer­
ence, Chicago, Ill, October, 1984 
16 Jakob Jocz, The Jewtsh Peoqple and Jesus Chrtst After Auschwttz (Grand Rapids, M1Ch 
Baker Book House, 1981), p 142 
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new spmtual pOSSIbIlItIes outsIde of tradItIonal JudaIsm The JewIsh mfi­
del and the JewIsh heretIc are models that help to dlstmgUlsh these dIffer­
ent areas of tenSIOn III contemporary JudaIsm Both are mdIcatIOnS of dIS­
satIsfactIOn with tradItIOnal relIgIOus posItIons If the sources of thIs dIS­
satIsfactIOn are not explored and addressed, they can begm to erode the 
contmUlty and stablhty of JewIsh group hfe I have tned to mdICate that, 
for reasons which are not so much theological as sOClologlcal and histor­
ICal, the JewIsh commumty does not feel as profoundly threatened by the 
JewIsh mfidel as by the messlamc JewIsh heretIc As dISCUSSIOns of who 
and what IS aJew contmue to prohferate, we must be wary of simple relI­
gIOus responses to a problem whose real Issues need to be approached on 
a wholly dIfferent level than Malmomdes' prmclples of faith 

Miriam's Prayer 
DIANE KARAY 

God of the flowmg nver 
bnmmmg between banks 
the water flows, 
bearmg us all to the source, 
bearmg all to the sea 
No more than currents swept Inexorably 
do we escape the sWIft tug of years 
Watch over us on our fiver Journey 

When at last all evtl lIes submerged 
under the bIllows of your endless wave, 
bear us all by mIracle and grace 
to the river's bnnk and grateful song 
With feet hght as stars, 
lead us m holy dance - Clrchng desert, 
clrclmg fire and cloud, 
unullll the sweat of a generatIOn's danCIng. 
we taste the aching salt 
of freedom 

DIANE KARA Y, a Presbytenan mm'tSter, zs currently studymg hturgy at the Unzversuy of 
Notre Dame 


