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DIGEST 

This thesis exam~nes the lives and careers of oine Jews who 

converted to Christianity during th e nineteenth century in Europe. 

These converts became eminent in the Chur ch through work as scho l ars, 

missionaries and clergymen. They r ega rded themselves as "Hebrew

Christians , '' which meant that they professed be lief in Chr ist and 

also identified as Jews . 

The first chapter of this study surveys the histor y cf Jewish 

conversion to Christianity and focuses on Jews who converted and 

became prominent in the Church. We discove red that the Jewish 

tradition justifiably r egards these converts unsympat hetica lly. 

From the time that Judaism and Christianity became two distinct 

r e ligions, J ewish converts to Christianity often persecuted their 

former co-r eligionists for reasons of ambition. Once the medieval 

convert began his affiliation with the Church, he abandoned his 

practice of Judaislll a nd his ties to the Jewish people. Beginn ing 

with the post-Reformation period, Jewish converts to Christianity 

~especiallv to Protestant Chr i s tianity) were less interested in 

persecuting their former co-religionists. To the contrary , they often 

helped bring ;ewish learning to Gentil es and in so doing he lped 

enhance the image of the Jew. 

v 



The second chapter continues by examining mor~ c l osely the 

conver sion of Jews in nineteenth centu r y Eur ope. ln Germany, 

there was an almost epidetaic number of conversions to Christianity. 

Meanwhile in England, a major missionary e ffort was organized to 

convert the Jews of Europe. The ques tion of why Jews in the nine

t eenth century embraced Christianity when their ances t ors had 

resisted bapti sm under far more difficult conditions is rliscussed 

and a number of pertinent social, political , and religious developmen t s 

are examined. The validity o f Judaism as a modern religion was 

assailed on several f ronts, while Christianity was perceived as the 

most sophisticated and civilizcrl o( all r e ligions. Strangely enough 

the Jews a s a people were not attacked. To the contrary, it wa s an 

asset to be a J ew in some social ci rcles . 

Some Jewish c onverts to Christ ianity benefited from these changes . 

In t he third chapte r we describe the lives and car eers of nine 

eminent llebrew-Christians, concentrating on their conver sions and 

attitudes toward r el i gion. lt is shown that these people were sincere 

Christians who s till fe lt commi tt ed t o the Jewish people. Many of 

them spoke out against anti-Semiti sm. 

Historically, the nineteenth cen tury Hebrew-l;hnstian "·as 

unusual be~ause he was abl e to maintain to some ex t ent a douLle 

status as a Jew and a s a Christian . HowevP.r, he was not abl e t o 

pass the doubie status on to l1is childr en . This study concl ude s 

with some comment s about the modern "Jew for Jesus" and how he can 

be understood in tl1e light of our f i ndings. 

Vl 



INTRODUCT ION 

The strange appellation "Hebrew- Ch r istian" is seemingly a 

cont r adiction in terms . It refers to a Jew who has professed belief 

in Christianity, but never t heless has not abandoned his sense of 

allegiance to the J ewish people. 

Throughout the centuries following the advent of Chr istianity 

when Jews have undergone conversion they have usual l y severed the ir 

ties to Judaism and to the J ewish people. However diverse their 

reasons for conversion, from the perspec tive of Jewish tradition , 

their motivations have been viewed negatively. 

The J ewish terms for a convert have ordinarily been pejorative. 

These apostates , D,1Dl '1D were c lassified as follows: 0 'YJ il'1 11l1 D -

"an apostate for spite,"1 
ll lHli '1 1DlD - ''an apostate for convenience,"2 

1!llJ - "a denier of the law, 11 3 1 !ll J - "a denier of the God of lsrae l,"4 

'11t1 rP ,Yll' H l - "a transgressor in Israel, 11 5 1 lllt ' J11D D't11l!l - ''one 

who has abandoned the cus toms of the community,"6 and D' Oll H - "one 

7 who convert s under dur ess." Among these categories , only tile D ' OllN 

are regarded with any sympathy. None of these categories expresses 

th e possibility of a sincere conversion to Christianity free of 

malicious intent towards Jews and Judaistn . Given the r ealities 

of Jewish hi.story, the J ews' a ttitude toward conv ert s is not 

unjustified. Yet, the result has been a guar ded or an overt 
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suspicion of al l converts to Chr is tianity. Opportunism, sheer malice, 

or cowardly submission to compulsion constitute the basic J ewish 

evaluation of th e motivations of apostates. Rarely is religious 

conviction or sincerity ascribed. 

The term ''Hebrew-Christian" as used here r e lates to the authenti c 

and sinc~re convert to Christianity who has not relinquished his sense 

of kinship with Jews. He continues to posses ~ positive feelings 

toward Jews and, in some cases, positive attitudes about Jewi sh 

t rad ition. In his own view, the Hebrew-Christian is neither a 

renegade nor a de famer of his people. He attempts to maintain a 

dual a llegiance, not on l y to the Church that he has embr aced, but 

to the people whose destiny and purpose he believes to be f ulfil led 

by the Church. 

Of the thousands of Jews who have converted to Chr istianity, 

only a r estricted number can be viewed as Hebrew-Christians . Only 

a few of these have been abl e to maintain this doubl e status for 

any pe riod of time. Re j ec t ed by Jews as an ap~state, the Hebrew

Christian is often tnrn between Christian anti-Semitism and h is 

belief in th e Church's faith. 

Of the fow who have resolved these difficulties, only a fraction 

have risen to posi tions of prominence in the Church. Nineteenth 

cent ury Europe provides us with several interesting Hebrew-Chris tian 

personalities who attained such eminence in the Chr istian world. It 

is the purpose of this thesis to examine the lives and personalities 

of these individuals in order to determine the nature, character, and 

viii 
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extent of their r e ligious commitments. In inquiring i nto !:he 

s incerit y and au thenticity of the ir conversions, it will be neces

sary t o examine those forces, political, social, and re ligious, 

which might have inf luenced thei r lives. 

Of interest a l so will be the specif i c ways in which t hese 

Hebrew-Chri s t ians initially came to profess a belief in Christ. 

lo addi tion, inqui r y will be made into th e ir post-conversion 

at t itudes with r espect to J uda ism and Jews. Upon conversion, 

which Churches or Chr istian denominations a ttracted t hem t he 

most? Did they meet with acceptance among their fo rmer co

r e ligionists? What kinds of difficulties a nd succes~es did they 

encount er in t heir car eer s in Christianity? Fina lly, from the 

pe r spec tive of J ew i sh histor y, how do these Hebrew-Chris tians of 

the ninet eenth century differ from those conver ts who achieved 

promine nce in earlier times? It is with this last concern that 

we begin this study. 

lX 
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CHAPTER ONE 

A lllSTORICAL SURVEY OF J EWISH CONVERS ION TO CHRISTIANITY 

ln its beginning stages, Christianity was a Jewish movement. 

I t s leaders we r e Jewish and its followers were Jewish. Less than 

a century after the death of Jesus however, Christianity had become 

a non-Jewish movement. It had begun its rapid spread to the Genti l e 

world. Graetz notes that Christianity ' s shift from a Jewish to a 

Gentile movement was neither sudden nor easy. 1 The very first 

Christians, r eferred t o by scholars as J ewish-Christians, mixed 

freely with other Jews and d ~ li berate ly avoided dissension and 

strife. For a variety of reasons, the teachings of the new sect 

were unacceptable to most Jews living in Palestine. The movement 

looked to Gentiles for new adherents. Among them it found success, 

but wit h that success th er e came a growing schism between itself 

and Judaism. 

Between Judaism and emerging Genti l e-Chris tianity stood a 

dwindling Jewish-Christianity. Since its views and practices wer e 

unacceptable to both Pharasaic Jews and Centile-<:hristians, its 

future as a v i .'.lb l e Jewish or Christian movement was not very bright. 

In time, both Judaism and Gentile-Christianity would regard Jewish

Christians as heretics. 
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Traditional Jewish and Christian sources contain references 

to several heretical Jewish-Christian groups which combined faith i n 

Christ with Jewish legal observance and custom. In the writings of 

the early Church fathers, several terms are used to identify these 

groups. Most frequen tly we find references to Nazareans and Ebionites. 

Schoeps minimizes the differences between the Ebionites and 

2 the Nazareans. Referr ing to them as "Ebionites/Nazareans," Schoeps 

believes that they became a separate group, distinct from the rest 

of primitive Christianity at the time of J erusalem ' s destruction 

(70 C.E. ). He further contends t hat the "Ebionites/Nazareans" were 

the descendants of the original Jewish-Christian sect of the primitive 

Ch l ) D . b d . A '' 1 £ h l "4 h. 1 urc1. escri e in cts as zea ous or t e aw, tis ear y sect 

feuded with Paul who was active making convert s among the Gentiles. 5 

While our information concerning the actual origins of these 

groups is scanty, ~everal aspects of their history seem clear. The 

destruction of the Temple io Jerusalem was a major turning point for 

Chri s tianity and Judaism. Up until that time , the major conflict 

between Judaism and Christianity was over the significance of the life 

of Jesus. After the Temple's destruction, the law, as interpreted 

by the rabbis, became the basis of Judaism. Moreover, the interpre-

cations of Lhe event differed dramatically. ~~i le the rabbi s 

regarded the destruction as a punishment, the Christians believed 

it was not merely a puni~~ment, but a dec l aration by God that the old 

covenant with Israel was now at an end. Christiani ty, the New 

Israel, was the i nheritor of the new dispensation . 

L 
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During these turbulent times the Jewish-Christians are r P.ported 

to have emigrated from Jerusalem to Pella in Transjordan. There, 

according to the supposition of some scho lars, the Jewish-Christians 

dwelled until as late as t he Bar Kochba revol t ( 135 C.E.). Occasionally, 

they returned to J erusalem , now a Roman c ity from which J ews were 

barred. During this period the "Ebionites/Nazareans" missionized 

among the Jews with little success. Ins t ead thei r efforts served only 

to antagonize the J ews. 

Jewi sh disdain for the "Ebionites/Nazareans" is r eported in 

several s ources . Most telling wa s t he social exc lusion from the 

synagogue . During t he patriarcha t e of Gamaliel 11 in Jamni a 

(ca. 80-110 C.E.) , th e Birl<at Ila-minim or maledic tion against heretics 

was formulated by Samuel t.he Small . 6 According t o Kohler, the male-

dic t ion was originally used to denounc~ Rome. Later on, when 

Chr i stians were regarded as a menace, the ma l edict ion 1o.•as a lter ed 

to denounce Christians and ot her her etics. Since it wa s used by 

Jews to express displea sur e with sever al gr oups, a number of versions 

are found in J ewish sources. One version r eads: 

And for slanderers let there be no hope, and l e t all 
wickedness per ish as in a moment ; l e t all thine 
enemies be speedi ly cut off, and th e dominion of 
arrogance do Thou uproot and c r ush , cast down and 
humb l e speedily in our days. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord , 
who breakest t he enemies and humbles t the arrogant .7 

Other examples of ostr acization by J ews are r epor t ed in the 

Ta lmud. Accordit•g to trad ition , Ben Dama, th e nephew of Rabbi Ishmael, 

was bitten by a snake. Though he was near death, his unc l e fo rbade him 

to seek a cure from the heretic J acob. a na t ive of Kefar Sechania and 

. . l f 8 a disc1p e o Jesus. 
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The Jewish- Christians were persecuted by Gentile-Christians as 

we ll as by Jews. In his Dialogue wit h Trypho t he Jew, Justin Martyr, 

a Church father of th e second century (ca. 150 C.E.) , r efer s to two 

groups of J ewish- C'hr ist ians. The first wa s a moderate gToup "'ithin 

the Church with Judaizing tendencies, and t he second a more in t o l erant 

group which r efused t i; live with Christians unwilling to incorporate 

into their faith basic Jewish prac t ices such as c ircumcision and 

dietary laws: 

"But if, Trypho," I continued, "some of your race, who 
say they bel i eve in th i s Christ, compe l t hese Gent iles 
who believe in the Christ t o live in al l re spec t s according 
to the law given by Moses , and choose not to associate so 
intimately with t hem, I in l ike manner do not approve of 
them ."9 

J ewi sh - Christ ians would offend Gentil e- Christians i n other ways. 

The Ebionites, accordin.g t o Cr oss, tended to emphasize th e humani ty 

of Jesus as th e son of Mary and J oseph in oppos ition to Johannine 

writings.
10 

Earl y in the fourth century, the Church historia n 

Eusebius claimed t hat the J::b ionites' us e of the unorthod ox "Gospe l 

of the Hebrews" l ed them to denigra t e Paul and h i s writings . 11 

Exc luded from the Synagogue, unabl e to b l end in with emerg ing 

Centi l e- Christianj ty, the ''Ebion ites/Nazareans'' fared no bet t er with 

t he Roman authorities. In the tenth year of Tra j an ' s reign (107 C.E.). 

their bishop Simon suffered death by crucifixion. His death ushered in 

a period of schisms and heresies within t he Jewish-Chris ti an community. 

Eusebius' l1istory indicates that during th e years 106- 135 C.E. the 

Jewish-Christian bishopric changed hands fifteen t imes . 12 

The {a ta l bl ow t o J ewish-Clir istiani ty was in f l icled by Bar Kochba. 

The J ewish-Christ ians, who had long s ince accepted Jesus as their 
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messiah, were hardly sympathetic to Rabbi Akiba's declaration that 

the messiah had arrived in the person of Bar Kochba. Moreover , 

they were quite reluc tant to join the r e be llion against Rome for 

f ear of reprisals . Bar Kochba, interpreting their inaction as 

f R d h . h c . . 13 support or ome, persecute t e Jew1s - hr1st1ans. Subs equently 

both the J ewish state a:ld Pales tine Jewish-Christianity came t o an 

end. 

For the next 300 yea r s, J ewish-Christianity suffered the f ate 

of many heretical movements : ripped apart by schisms, opposed by 

other sects, Jewish-Christianity slowly disintegrated. Theo logically, 

it failed to r es pond adequately to the delay of the parousia. The 

dual rejection by Christians and Jews proved (atal. By 135 C.E. 

Jewish-Christianity had long ceased t o be a bridge between Juda ism 

and Christianity . By the fourth century , no: even a vestige of an 

14 autonotnous J ewi sh-Christian group could be found. 

With the demise of the Jewish-Christian sects, th e history of 

Hebrew-Christianity as a community ceases and the history of i ndi-

vidual Hebrew-Christians begins. No longer could one s peak o f a 

Hebrew-Christian sect capable of trac ing its origins to the time 

of Jesus and the Temple. Moreover. tliose Jews who would subsequently 

convert to Christiani ty would seldom assemble together as an identi-

fiable group. Instead, they would assimilate into the Chu r ch on an 

ind ividual basis, where t hey adopted its prac tices and its dogmas. 

But even befor e the total demise of the J ewish-Chris t ian comnunity, 

Jews conv erted to Christianity by j o in ing the Gentile-Chri s tian Church. 

Once bapti zed , t hey abandoned Jewish traditions and severe~ their 
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social ties with their Jewish brethren. A few of these converts 

became prominent in the Church. 

llegessippius (120?-189 C.E.), perhaps the first ecc l esiastical 

historian, may have been an early J ew i sh convert to Christianity, 

15 Eusebius infers that Heggessippius "''as a "Hebrew" fo r several reasons : 

Hegessippius ' use of t~e Gospe l according to the Hebrews , his 

insertion of Hebrew words, and his refer ences to t he unwrit ten 

traditions of the J ews . Even though Megessippius' Jewishness is not 

1 d d b h l . 16 h. . . . a ways r egar e y sc o ars as a certainty, is act1v1t1es were 

carried out with a convert's zeal. As a defender of the ear ly Church, 

he vigorously wrote against Gnosticism and other heresies. 

Over a century later, Epiphanius (315-403 C. E.) followed i n 

llegessippius' footsteps by writing hi s Panarion ( "A Refutation of 

All Heresies"). It contained accoun ts of many k inds of heresies 

such as the Samaritan and the Gnost ic heresies. Epiphan ius wa s a 

zealous defender of or t hodox C~r istianity and a supporter of the 

monastic movement . During t:is lifetime he denounced a s here~ics 

such prominent personalities a s Ch rysos tom and Origen . According 

t o legend he was converted to Christianity from Judaism at the early 

age of sixteett because of a miracle. ~l timat e ly, he became the 

Bishop of Cons tantia. 

By the time of li1:gessippius, the sp l it between Chris tianity and 

Judaism had become i rrever s ible. By Epiphan ius ' time , the relation-

shi p between the two faith s had degenera t ed into open hostility . The 

Christian faith, fa s t becoming the dominant r e ligious force i n the 

Roman world, soon gained the upper ha nd. 
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Graetz comments that for Jews, the Middle Ages began with the 

Emperor Theodosius (408-459 C,E.). 17 During his reign several 

edicts were enacted which limited Jewish rights. These edicts pro

hibited Jewish ownership of Christian slaves, curtailed construction 

of Jewish synagogues in particular areas, and ended Jewish jurisdiction 

over Christian offenders in J e\o•ish courts . Vio l ent clashes between 

Jews and Christians were not uncommon during this time. Instigated 

by Christian clergymen, mobs would s e t Jewish synagogues ablaze and 

plunder J ewish property. The hatred between Christians and J ews grew. 

As a result of this extreme polarization between th e two faiths, the 

Jewish convert to Christianity had little choice about loyalty . 

Since no viable Hebrew-Christian community like the Nazareans existed, 

the convert \<las forced to leave behind Jewish practices as well as 

the Jews who had r ejected Christ. For centuries co come, tt:is would 

be the fate of any Jewish conver t to Christianity, be he rich or poor, 

lowly or prominent . 

Our exposition of Jewi sh conver ts to Christianity focuses on 

the prominent convert. Let us pause briefly to consider the reasons 

for drawing attention to some his t orical figures and not others. 

This survey attempts to present typical illustraticn of conv~rts to 

Christianity throughout Je"·ish history. Quite often contemporary 

writers such as Schonf ield 18 go to great l engths in their Hebrew

Chris t ian histories to ir~lude prominent Ch ristians with only remot e 

Jewish connections. Ana.:letus, often ca lled the "J ewish Pope,"19 

exemplifies such an inclusion. In reality, Anacletus was neithe r a 

Jew nor a Pope. His Jewisb grandfather converted in the middle of 



the tenth centur~· for reasons of ambition. Anacletus, bor n Pi etr i 

Pierleoni, was elec ted Pope by a Church fac t ion antagonistic to 
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Pope Innocent II. Adopting the name Anacle tus, Pier l eoni wa s anti

pope fo r eight years (1130-1138). Mockingly his adversaries labe l ed 

him "Judaeo-pontifex." They slandered him with accusations of 

incest and other indecencies. Pierleoni, however, was Jewish ne ither 

in practice nor identi t y. The r efore, the only justification for 

ca lling him a Jew would be on the basis of descent . 

On the ot her hat1d, an example of a J ew who had conver t ed to 

Chris tianity and had reached a posi tion of some importance in the 

Church is Ju l ian of Toledo. Julian was hor n in the latter part of 

the seventh centur y and achieved success as the Primate of Spain . 

As Primate during the twelfth council of Toledo, he attempted t o 

induce King Erwig to pass s everal laws injurious to Jews . For t unately 

for the Jews , the King was not persuaded. Julian's anti - Semitism 

;owever, was not limited to political ac t ion. As a polemicist for 

Christianity and against Judaism, Ju l ian wro te his De Comprobatione 

Ae tatis Sext.ae Contr a Judaeos ("Concern ing the proof of the sixth age 

against t he Jews" ). Wi t h i t he intended to induce his former co

r el i gionists to convert . Despite his emni t y towards Jews, he still 

maintained some cordial relat i onships with Jewish leaders. Although 

Julian's a t t empt s to convert Jews were ineffec t ive, hp is an early 

pro totype of the promine1 . .:: Jewish medieval convert to Christianity . 

Most prominent conver t s participated in missionary campaigns 

de signed to bring the t ruth to t he Jews. Often the efforts of these 

converts would be to the detriment of the Jewish conununity. To be 
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fair, it is not entir ely unlikely that some zealous convert s directed 

their attacks more against Judaism than Jews. Insi s ting that both 

Christianity and Judai sm were derived from an older Judaism, and 

that the present form of Judaism was a corruption of t he original 

form, these converts sought to separate the Jew from the "false" 

traditions that blocked their path to salvation. 

Yet just as of ten, or perhaps more of ten, converts sought 

additional converts in order to justify their own conversion. They 

learned that these at t empts were ways by which they could es tablish 

themselves affirmative l y in tre Church. The more the convert assailed 

Judaism and Jews, the more authentic he appeared. !laving betn raised 

as a Jew, the convert was familiar wit h Jewish traditions and could 

attack J ews and Judaism at what '1e regarded as their weakest points. 

N~t a century passed without one convert or another participating in 

some missionary effort to gain Jewish converts. 

Hoses Sefardi (1062-1110 C.E.) was one medieval Jewish convert 

to Christianity who became eminent by attacking Jews. Like so many 

other converts, Hoses Sefardi changed his name in order to symbolize 

his new religious allegiance. At the age of 44 Moses Sefardi became 

Petrus Alfonsi. Ile served as persona 1 physician to ICing Henry l of 

Spain. In his spare time he pursued his o ther interests which 

included astronomy and literary translation . A talented man, he authored 

an interesting polemic, Twelv~ Dialogues Between Pedro and Hoses. 

RP.presenting himself before and after his conversion, he sets down 

a seri es of arguments against Judaism. One major contention of the 

work was that Jews were no longer capable of keeping the entire law 
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o f Moses after the Temple' s de s tr1Jction in 70 C.E. Alfons i implies 

that any attempt to keep t he part of the law that they cculd observe 

was hypocritical and senseless. The only r oad to sa lvation l ed to 

t he Church. Though Alfonsi died at an early age of 48, h is short 

car eer was productive enough to earn him an ignoble place in Jewish 

history . 

The a nt i-Semitic activities of Pe trus Alfonsi were mild i n com

parison to the ac tivities of the thirteenth centur y apostate Ni colas 

Donin of La Rochelle. Of all converts who attained prominence 

during t his period, he was t he most dest ruc t ive to Jewish property 

jn France. As a youth, Donin expressed doubts about the veracity of 

the oral law and was exco111111unicat ed by the French r abbis. ln r esponse, 

the "apostate for sp i t e" took his revenge upon thousands of Fr ench 

Jews . Donin converted t o Christianity and joined t he Dominicans, 

the so-called "wa tcho.!ogs'' of the Chur ch. The Dominicans aided th e 

pi~us King of France, St. Louis and his program t o suppress Christian 

her es i es in the south of France . When these her e t ical groups had been 

neutrali zed in b l oody crusades, th e Domin icans turned their a ttention 

to the Jews. In this ma tter Donin's talents were usefu l . The 

Dominicans, aware of his hatred for the oral law and of hi s con t empt 

for the rabbis who had excommunicated him , urged Doni n to head t heir 

campaign against the J ews of France. Tha t campaign l ed ultima t ely to 

t he demise of the gr eat Frc..lch centers of Talmudical s t ud i es. 

In 1239 , with the support of the> Dominicans and l\ing Lou i s , 

Donio went to Pope Gregory I X with 35 art i cles char ging that th e 

Talmud b lasphemed Chris t ianity. Among these wer e accusations that 
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the Talmud foully lied about Jesus' life and birth and cast aspersions 

on the Virgin Mary. The Pope became convinced that these charges 

were true and that the Talmud served to delay the final conversion 

of tbe Jews. As a result, in 1240 an order to confiscate the Talmud 

was promulgated. While the or der reached England, France, Castile, 

Aragon, Portugal and I taly, i t was only in Donin's native land that 

it was fully car r ied out. The copies of the Talmud in France were 

confiscated and a public disputation was ordered between ~icolas Donin 

and four French rabbis. Significantly, one of these rabbis, Rabbi 

Yehiel, had been involved in Donin ' s excommunication years earlier. 

The disputation in Paris lasted three days. In the end, the verdict 

went against the Talmud and it was condemned to be burned. Af t er 

some delay owing to the interven tion of Walter Cornutu_s, the sympa

the tic Archbishop of Sens, cartloads of the lalmud were publicly 

burned in Paris in the yea r 1243. Donin's revenge was complete . 

A generation l ater , history repeated itself in Spain. Raymond 

de Penyaforte, gener al of the Dominicans and confessor to King James 

of Aragon, was interested in elevating the position of the papacy in 

the state. Believing that the conversion of the Moslems and the J ews 

would enhance the Church's power, he ordered a public disputation in 

Barcelona between Nachmanides and one Pablo Christianus, a Jewish 

convert to Christianity. De Penyaforte believed that s uch a debate 

before the King and the J ews of his l<ingdom would result in waves of 

Jewish conversions. Fortunate l y for the Jews, the brilliant Rabbi 

Nachmanides was an able s pokesman and a keen debater. Ile quiclrly 

frustrated the ef f orts of Pablo to discredit Judaism and th e Talmud. 
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The King intervened and put an end to the debates, noting Nachmanides' 

skill and talents. 

King James , however, did not put an end to Pablo' s activities 

but encouraged him by sending him off on a missionary journey through 

Spain. In every place he went the Jews were commanded to listen to 

his lecture a nd to defray the expenses of his journey. In 1264, at 

the request of Pablo Christianus, the Pope issued a Papal Bull which 

once again ordered the confisca tion of the Talmud. The Dominicans, 

with the assistance of Pablo, blotted out supposed heretical passages 

and returned the censored copies of the Ta lmud to the Jews. Though 

the suppression o f Talmudical study in this case was less destructive 

than the suppr ession by the French a generation ear lier, it neverthe

less foreshadowed worse things to come for the Jews of Spain. 

A century later, a Jewish convert to Christianity once again 

contributed to J ewish suffering. This time it was a former rabbi, 

Solomon Ha-Levi ( 1350-1435 C. E.). So lomon Ha-Levi belonged to a 

distinguished family which financially suppor t ed the Castillian king

dom. ln his youth Solomon was an exceptional student. He corresponded 

with the great rabbi Isaac bar Sheshet on questions of ritual law. 

At the age of 30, t he ambitious Solomon converted t o Christiani ty with 

the rest of his family. Changi ng his name to Pablo de Santa Maria, 

be found a home at the Uni versity of Paris. In 1294, he became a 

priest. His ascent in the Church was as rap id as it was abhorrent 

to Jews: 1196 - Archdeacon of Trevinno, 1403 - Bishop of Cartagena , 

1414 - Bishop o f Burgos. Frequently he polemicized against Judaism 

and its practices, often mocking J ewis:1 customs and cri t icizing 
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Je\i/ish commentators on t11e Bi He. As a skilled politician, he 

convinced Don Henry Ill to abs tain from appo i nting Jews to high 

state offices. In 1408, he he lped instigate the anti-Jewish edic t s 

of Alfonso the Wise which seriously curtailed Jewish influence at 

court . 

In January 1412, Vincent Ferr er , in the name of the child 

King Juan 11, issued an edic t which r egulated Jewish dres s , .Jewish 

part icipation in handicrafts, Jewish movement s , and socia l r e lations 

between Jews and Chris t ians. Ferrer and his Domin i can a llies wer e 

ass isted by rablo de Santa Maria and by another convert, J oshua Al 

Lorqui. The latter was a s t udent of So l omon Ila- Levi before So l omon 

had become Pablo de Santa Maria . I n 1412 Joshua fo llowed in his 

master• s foo t s t eps. At his bapt ism he took t he name Maes tro Ger onimo 

de Santa Fe. Joshua was influe ntial in Spain because he served as 

physician to the Spanish antipope Benedict Xlll. The apostate Joshua 

treated his former co-r eligionis t s with such contempt t ha t they nick

named him the "MeGaDeF'' or the "Blasphemer, " using the. i nitials of 

his new name. The antipope bad l y needed a religious victory i n ord er 

to reunite the divided Church. The "HeGaDeF" eageT l y came to his 

assistance. lie j oined the Dominicans in a miss i onary crusade that 

violently turned synagogues into Churches. In all, some 20,000 Jews 

were forcibly conv erted. 20 

Inspired by this victory, Benedic t ordered the Tortosa disputation. 

Like its forerunners, this disputation ordered rabbis to participate 

in a debate wi th an apostate. This time it wa s Joshua Al Lorqu i , the 

"MeGaDeF." The J ews of Tortosa wer e f .,rced to a t t end the dispu ta t ion . 
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Unlike previous debates which attempted t o cast aspersions upon the 

Talmud, the Tortosa disputation debated tl·e Church's contention that 

the Talmud itself proved the truth of Christianity. For 21 months, 

from Febniary of 1413 to t:ovember of 1414, the rabbis and the apostate 

debated. In all, 68 sessions were held. Unable to sway the rabbis, 

the Dominicans saw the prospects of a mass conversion diminish. 

During the sixty-serond session, censorship of the Talmud was threatened. 

Soon after , the disputation end ed inconclusively. Six months later, 

on May 11th, 1415, the frustrated antipope ordered the confiscation of 

the Talmud and forbade Jews to study it. lie also conunanded all Jews 

in Spain to attend Christian services at least three times a year. 

However, these harsh edicts were never carried out. Shortly after his 

dee is ion, Benedict was deposed. Even so, the hann already done could 

not be undone. 

Given the history of Jewish conversion to Christianity thus fa r , 

it is no wonder that Jewish tradition has taken such a negative view 

of apostates. Even less prominent converts assisted the Chu~·ch i n 

its efforts to convert the Jews: John of Valladolid in 1375 debated 

wi th Moses Cohen at the Church o( Avila and published many anti

Jewish works; Astruc Raimuch, known as Francisco Dios Carne, also 

polemicized 1gainst Jews during this period. They achieved success 

in the Church by aiding in th e persecution of Jews, e ither by political 

action or literary endeavor . Most prominent converts used both mea ns 

to further t heir careers 

The sixteenth century marks a turning point in this survey of 

Jewish conversion to Chri s tianity. This centur y ushered in t he 



L 

15 

Reformation, and with it the diminution of the Roman Catholic Churc~'s 

power in Engl a nd, Genuany and other northern European countr ies. 

Another anti-Semitic convert contributed to the Protestant Refonnation. 

The Dominicans continued their activities against the Jews and the 

Talmud , In 1509, Viktor Von Carben (1442-1515) disputed with Rhenish 

rabbis under the sponsorship of Archbishop Hermann of Co logne . The 

disputation ended with the expu l sion of the Jews from the lower 

district of the Rhine. Johannes Pfefferkorn, a Jew who was a burglar 

by profession, converted to Christianity after ~is release f r om prison. 

As Erasmus (1466?-1536i put it, Pfefferkorn was "a most criminal Jew 

who had become a most criminal Christian. 1121 Bet.ween 1507 and 1509, 

Pfefferkorn authored several anti-Jewish tracts. ln 1509, he collab

orated with the Dominicans and obtained permission from the German 

emperor t o confiscate Jewish books . 

At this point several forces came into conflic t . The German 

princes and the Archb i shop of Mainz, wish ing to check the emperor's 

power, interfered with the or der . An investigat ion was begun. The 

humanist Johannes Reuchl in , backed by other scholars, joined the 

fight on the side of the Jews. Standing for liter ar y freedom, 

Reuchlin defended the rights of Jews for over t en years. 

Reuchlin himself was not essentially a friend of the Jews, but 

a devotee o f J ewish learning . While h~ deplored the Spanish inqui s ition 

and its expu lsion of Jews, his major concern was the s tudy of Jewish 

literature. That he was on the side of the Jews was fortunate but 

only coincidental. A committed Christian, Reuchlin was the first 

scholar to introduce Hebrew at the Univer sity of Tubingen and che 
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University of lngolstadt. In his dispute with Pfefferkorn, he too 

condemned the Toledot Yeshu and its less than flattering account of 

the life of Jesus, but he refused to condone any confiscation or 

destruction of the Toledot Yeshu or any other llebrew books. Reuchlin 

feared t hat such measure would lead to the demise of llebrew language 

and study. 

Many parties were drawn into the debate. Meanwhile the papacy 

remained indecisive. As a result the prestige of the Church declined. 

In 1517, at the height of the controversy, Hartin Luther promulgated 

his 95 theses. Finally in 1570 the Pope decided against Reuchlin and 

in favor of Pfeffer korn. The Jews, however, scored a minor victory 

because of t he de l ay. Bomberg had by this time begun to print his Ta lmud. 

In reality the issue was no longer over the Talmud but over the juris

diction of the Church in scholarly matters. The ultimate decision 

against Reuchlin was a political one : the King of France and the 

~peror Charles IV sided with the Dominicans and the Pope in o~der to 

check the spread of the Reformation in Germany. But this str.ttegy failed. 

Reuchlin ' s battle for literary freedom marked a turning point in 

Jewish history. It ended the last major effort by the Chur ch in Europe 

to attack Jews through suppression of Jewish books. Moreover, the 

attitude towards those books changed. Renewed in t erest in Hebr ew and 

in Old Testament studies led to an appreciation of Jewish learning, 

if not an appreciation of '.:he Jews for having preserved it. It was 

not in Protestant circles alone that such an interest was cultivated, 

but in some Catholic domains as well. Cardinal Ximenez, Pri11U1te of 

Spain , introduced the study of Hebrew at the University o( Alcala, 
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Jews continued to convert to the Roman Catholic faith, but it 

was in the Protestant Churches and universities tha t they received 

the greater degree of acceptance. Attempting to return to a simpler 

Chris t ian faith, Protestant theologians began to study older sour ces. 

Jews, such as Paulo Riccio , found employment as a professor of 

philosophy in the University of Pavia. In the mid-sixteenth centur y, 

he trans l a t ed three tractates of the Talmud into Latin for the 

Emper or Maximillian whom he served as physician. Riccio was highly 

respected by such men as Erasmus, who defended him in a controversy 

with Stephen the Presbyster. Although Riccio was active in missionary 

efforts to the Jews, he did not instigate violence against them. To 

the contrary, he he lped disseminate Jewish knowledge to Chr istian~. 

His other works included translations of th e Kabba l a. 

lt was not only Christian i nterest in Hebr ew that facilitated 

the acceptance and employment of Paulo Riccio and other Jewish converts 

to Christianity. As shall be discussed more fully in the next chapter , 

there was a growing interest in missionary work. Unlike earlier 

a ttempts by the Catho lic Church, the Protestant efforts tended t o be 

less intimidating and at times coincided with charitable attempts to 

ameliorate the conditions of Jews . Cr omwell of England, for instance, 

was motivate~ to grant Jews civil righ t s because he believed that it 

would bring them one step closer to conversion . 

The first Protes tant attempt to organize a missionar y effort to 

reach Jews began in Hol l and at the Synods of Dordrecht, Delft, and 

Leyden (1676-1678). This was fo l lowed by the missionary campaign of 

the Moravian brethren in t he eighteenth century and the Pie ti s t s of 
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Halle and their Callenberg Institute (1728-1792). The London Society 

for the Promotion of Christianity Amongst the Jews (hereaf t er referred 

to as the London Society), was the greatest of these efforts. It was 

founded in the early part of the n ineteenth century and had a great 

rol e to play in the lives of many prominent Hebrew-Christians, as 

shall be seen. 

All these attempts went hand in hand with other movements in 

Chr istianity. Throughout the nineteenth century, there existed a 

growing miss i onary consciousness that by the end of the cen tury would 

spread to Asia, Africa and China. 

lt would be misleading to assert that al) such missionary programs 

to Jews in the post-Reformation period were harmless. Overzealous 

missionaries would often act une thi ca lly in their a ttempts to make 

new converts. Esdras Edzard ' s eigh teenth cP.ntury "Ins t itute for the 

Conversion of Jews" i n Hamburg benefited from r.iunicipal laws forcing 

Jewish children to attend their schools. Of t e n the prognms of 

missionaries would effec tively disrupt or tear apart Jewish families. 

For many Protestants, the converted Jew was a very special 

person. He served as a link to the noble past. Moreover, the conver

sion of th e Jews was a long awaited sign of the imminent return of 

the Chr ist. The Jewish convert to Christianity not only raised these 

hopes but suggested th e early Christian drama when Jewish apostles 

had first hegun to follow Jesus. 

Jncre:isingly , as we approach the nineteenth century , the character 

of the Jewish convert to Christi.::inity changes. lie differs dramatically 

from his medieval predecessors. No l ~nger is he involved in vio lent 



crusades which ser ved onl y to widen the gulf between Judaism and 

Christiani ty. His feelings toward Jews and Juda~sw., although not 

uncondi t ionally positive , stand in stark contrast t o the virulent 

polemics published by converts in former times . 
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The medieval conver t assimilated fu lly into the Church. Either 

he severed his social ti ~s with J ews, or they were broken off for him 

by his fonner co- religionists. The post-modern conve rt is characterized 

by his attempts to maintain more cordial relations with Jews. 

Effor ts are made t o r evive a Hebr ew-Christian cormnunit y. Though 

they ultimate ly fail, they too ref l ect the different nature of these 

people. With the help of Christian philanthropists, Ht>brew- Christians 

succeed in forming associat i ons and fe llowships. 

The first of these, th e ' 'B 'nei Abraham" (la ter ca lled the 

"Abrahamic Society" ) , was fou nded in 18 13 . I ts purpose was to spre ad 

t he Christian gospel to J ews and to provide relief for its members. 

Other lfebrew-<:hristian movements continued throughout t he century and 

we r e based mainly in England: e.g., "Hebrew- Christi an Prayer Union'' 

(1882). "Hebr ew-Chris tian Alliance" ( 1886). ln 1915, th e "Hebr ew-

Christian Al l iance of America" was founded. Ten years later, under 

the l eadership of Si r Leon l.evins on, the "International Hebrew-

Christ ian Alliance" was establi shed. As a pro-Zionist organization, 

the Alliance committ<>rl itse lf to maintuining a separate identity by 

not affiliating with any Cl1ristian groups. 22 In con t emporary Amer ica, 

other small llebrew-Chr istian groups we r e founded such as "Jews for 

J esus" and the "Messianic-Jewish Alliance . " 
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However, of all historical periods , it is the early nineteenth 

century which produced the most interesting and the most fascinating 

Hebrew-Christians of prominence in the Church. They did not stand 

outside of history, but were subject to th e same influences and 

pressures that affected so many Jews during these radically changing 

times. These changes, political, social, and religious, were as swift 

as they were powerful . The Jewish community living under relatively 

good conditions witnessed widespread desert ions to the Church. ~!any 

of these converts like the Lopezes and the Ximeneses of England, the 

Capadoses and the da Costas of Holland, wer e descendants of Spanish 

Jews, who under far more difficult times had r esisted baptism. What 

kinds of changes led these Jews and thousands of others to abandon 

their ancestral faith? It is t o this unique probl em that we nou turn 

our attention. 



CHAPTER ONE 

NOTES 

1He inrich Graetz, History of the Jews, Vol. 11 (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society of AmerTCa, 1956), p. 370. 

211ans-J oachim Schoeps, Jewish Christiani ty : Factional Disputes 
in the Early Church, trans. Douglas R. A. fla r e (Philadelphia: 
For tress Press, 1964), p. 11. Other writers t end to accent the 
d ifferences between the Ebionites and the Nazareans. See: J a cob 
Jocz , ~Jewish People and Jesus Christ, ~ Study in the Relationship 
between the Jewish People and~ Christ (London: S.P.C.~ .• 1949), 
pp. 192-193 and F. L. Cross, ed ., The Oxford Dict i ona ry of the 
Chr ist ian Church (Lond~n: Oxford Univer sity Pr ess, 19571""; pp. 438-439. 

3 Acts 15:5. 

4 Ac t s 21: 20. 

5ca l at ians 2:4. 

6A. Z. Ide l son, Jewish Liturgy and its Deve l opment (Ne\.• York: 
llUC-JIR Press, 1956), pp. 102-103 . 

7s. Sin&er, Authorized Daily P1ayer book (London: Hebrew 
Publishing Co. , 193?), p. 48. Schoeps offers another version: 
"May the Apos t ates have no hope , may the dominion of wi ckedness be 
speedily uprooted in our days, may the Noz rim and Ninim quickly 
perish and not be inscribed together with the righteous. Blessed 
art Thou, tlic Etcr11a l, our God, who crushes the wicked.•· Schoeps, 
Op. cit., pp. 33-34. For references tu this malediction see: John 9:22 , 
12:42, Avodah Zarah 17a. 

8Avodah Zarah 27b. 

9J . . 1 ust1n Martyr, Dia ogue 
Ante-Nicene Fathers (Boston : 
Company , 1885 ) . 

~ Tr ypho the Jew, Cloa pter 47, 
Chr istian Literature Publishing 

21 



22 

10 Cross, Op . cit., pp. 438-439. 

11Eusebius, The History of~ Church from t he Christ to Constantine , 
trans. G. A. Will iamson (Ninrieapolii-: Augsburg PublishingHouse, 1965), 
pp. 136-137. 

12 Ibid .• p . 156 . 

13Justin Martyr, First. Apoplogy of Justin, Chapter 31, An t e -
Nicene Fathers (Boston: Christian Literature Publishing Company, 1885). 

14schoeps, Op. cit., p. 37. For some evidence of vestigal remains 
of the Ebionite communi ty in the seven th century see: James Parkes, 
The Conflict of the Church and the Synagogue: ~ Study in !!!! Origins 
of AntisemitiSn; (Cleveland:World Publishing Co., 1961). 

l SE b. 0 . use i.us, p. ci.l. , p. 182. 

16 Cr oss, Op. cit., ~· 628. 

17 Graetz, Op. cit., Vol. 11, p. 617. 

18ttugh J . Schonfield, The History~ Jewish Christiani ty : From 
the First to the T'Wentieth Century (Oxford : 1\emp llall Press , Ltd . , 
1936},PP.155-156. 

19tt. C. Enelow, "Aoacletus ," Jewish Enc ycl opedia, Vol. 1 (New 
York: Fenk and Wagnalls, 1901), p. 550. 

20 Graetz, Op. cit., Vol. IV, p. 300. 

21cecil Roth, ''Pfefferkorn," Encyclopedia Judaic.a, Vol. Xlll, 
ed. Cecil Roth, (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, Ltd., 1971), 
p. 356. 

22For a fuller discussion of these small groups and their 
activities see : Schonfield, Op. cit., pp. 209-250. 



CHAPTER TWO 

POLlTI CAJ,, SOCIAL, ANO RELIGJOl'S 

BACl<GROllNDS--Nll\ETr:ENTH CENTURY 

The late e ighteenth and early nineteenth cen turies were times 

of decisive political, social, and relig ious change. For the Jews 

of Europe , these changes held great promise which for the most part 

went unfulfilled. 

The political emancipation of German Jews was a s low, at times 

painful, process. The great mass of German J ews r emai ned deprived 

of basic c ivil rights . Like their fe llow J ews in Poland and England , 

they wer e subject to many limitations and regulations: choice of 

handi craft, admission t o univer s ities, participation in t he mi litary . 

Ur ab l e to attain full citizenship. German Jews had t o adjust t o a 

1 l ower status. 

Tl1e years 1789-1806 we r e part icularly difficul t fo r t he Jews 

living in lands under Pr ussian and Germa n domination . For ins tance , 

the ci t y of Breslau was "normalized" in 1790. This meant t hat t he 

number of J ewisl1 familie s was 1 imited to 160, while new "pro tective 

" . • I 2 taxes we r e l~v 1ed aga inst t1e J ews. University towns in Prussia 

and in o the r German sta te~, like Breslau and Gvtti ngen, wer e frequentl y 

"normalized" in order to d i scourage J ews from seeking univ er si ty 

careers . Often t hos J ews seeking admi ssion were immigrants from 
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smaller European Lawns . TI1eir hopes fo r a car eer were frequently 

dashed by anti-Semitic quotas and restrictions. Jewish students 

were permitted to study medicine only. Other Jews who somehow 

managed to study law, philosophy, or some other discipline, found 

a subsequent career impossible unless they submitted to baptism. 
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Sudden relief came to the Jews of Europe when the Emperor Napoleon 

came to power in France. By 1795, the armies of the revolution had 

carried the liberal ideals of the French ''Declaration of the Rights 

of Man" to Holland. Napoleon subsequently brought emancipation to 

German lands . The liberal Prussian Prime Mini ster Hardenhurg assisted 

the Jews by e nacting a series of reforms . In 1808, Jews were first 

granted local citizenship. Tten in 1812 an historic edict abolished 

protective taxes, academic restrictions, and prohibitions against 

Jewish government service. Under Hardenburg's reforms, the way 

was paved for J ewish ~articipation in the military. For these 

rights, Jews were r equired to adopt last names and to use Cer111an. 

The Jewish r eaction to these changes was most positive. Durinr. the 

wars of 181 3-1815, Jews patriotically served in the military and 

distingu i shed themsel ves . 

Unfortunately, these rights were shortlived. Following Napoleon's 

defeat, the Congress of Vienna was convened, under Count Metternich's 

l eadership old institutions, altered by Napoleon, were revived. This 

subsequent reactionary peri"ld , referr ed to as the "Restoration, " 

reversed the programs implement ed by Napoleon. During the Restoration 

an anti - Semitic reaction swept across Poland, Prussia, and the 

Cennan sta t es. The Prussian emnncipation of the Jews, which had 
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reached its apex in 1812, was destroyed in less than six years . 

When Russian troops enter ed Hamburg in 1813. the old order wa s r e

es tabli shed and t he rights of J ews were revoked , In 1814 , Frankfort 

once again placed economic and politica l r estrictions on Jewish 

act i vi ties. It was only i n Holland that the emancipation took root 

and flouri shed despi t e Louis Napo l eon ' s over throw in 1814. Under 

the restored monarchy of Wi ll iam V (1815-1840), Jews wer e permitted 

t o r e tain their positions of influence in the gover nment, to study 

a t universities, and t o shar e in l ocal secu l ar educat i on. 

Rut for the German Jews, the end of emancipa t ion ushered in a 

new peri od of anti-Semitism . The conditions of these Jews were 

greatly aggravated by postwar famines ~nd economic recessions . In 

1819 , th e "hep-hep" Tiots in Hamburg demolished Jewish pr operty and 

homes. A period of overt anti-Semitism continued intermitten t ly 

for the next 25 years . A gradual r eturn to revolutionary ideals 

paved the way to a more lasting emancipation which came about in the 

latter part of the nineteenth century . 3 

Thr oughout the frustrating pe ri cd in wh ich J ews were f irst 

denied, t hen granted, and once again denied basic civil rights , a 

gr e3t number of J ews converted to Christ ianity. In the second and 

third decades o f the nine t eent h cen t ury , these deser tions r eached 

almost epidemic proportions. 111 1823, nearly l , 300 Jewish baptisms 

were r ecorded in Berlin 3nd almost 1,400 in the rest of Prussia.
4 

These acts oi apostasy camP from all segments of Jewish society, rich 

and poor, educated and unl earned, native-born German Jews and 

immigrants . 
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At the height of the "hep-hep" riots, three talented Jewish 

scholars--Leopold Zunz, Eduard Gans, and Moses Moser--banded 

together to form an organization to promote Western culture among 

Jews through their "Society for the Culture and Sciences of the Jews . " 

They believed that the Jewish acquisition of Western learning would 

mitigate German anti -Serr.itism and lead to a fuller acceptance of Jews 

as a civilized people . The Society's first condition of memb~rship was 

a vow of loyalty to Judaism and a promise t o resist any and all allure-

ments to join the Church. ln l ess than a decade after its founding, 

the wealthy Gans apostasized in order to obtain an academic chair of 

jurisprudence. Moser followed soon afterwards and urged other Jews 

to embrace Christianity. Tl-e poet Heinrich Heine, a friend of Moser, 

said of Gans' decision: "If he does it out of conviction, he is a 

fool, if out of hypocrisy, he is a rascal. 115 In 1825, Heine did it 

for a job. To be sure, his conversion was not unique. In 1810, so 

many Jews were suspected of converting without conviction that a royal 

edict was enacted urging Protestant pastors to exercise great~r 

restraint in accepting Jewish candidates for conversion. 6 

The conversions of other Jews , however, were influenced mostly 

by an attraction to German culture. In the beginning of the century, 

Jewish women in particular gained admission to German society in 

literary sa lons and social circlt!s. The Protestant theologian 

Schleiermacher once wrote his sister from Berlin: 

It is ~uite natural that young scholars and e l egant 
women assiduously visit important Jewish homes her e. 
Whoever wishe s to enjoy fine company, without ceremony, 
tries to be introduced into these homes, where tal ented 
people are r eadily welcomed.7 
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ln Berlin and in Vienna, societies were organized by upper class 

Jewish women. These places often became places of intrigue and 

ro1aance. For instance, the romantic relationship between Dorothea 

Mendelssohn and the young Protestant scholar Schlegel resulted in her 

divorce and subsequent conversion to Lutheranism (1804). Similarly, 

Henrietta Herz, who founded the "League of Virtue," became involved 

with SchlC?iermacher. ln 1817, she too converted to Lutheran ism. 

Only a generation earlier, Dorothea's fathe r Moses Mendel&sohn 

had sought t o spread Western culture and learning to Jews without 

sacrificing Jewish tradition in the process. Yet three out of his 

six children converted to Christianity. A fourth child, Abraham, 

merely baptized his chi ldren. What kind of changes had occurred 

during the lives of the Mendelssohns that made such an abandonment 

of Judaism possible? Did they simply forsake the time-honored 

traditions of their ancestors for a government position, an academic 

post, or a lover? Yet centuries earlier, Spanish Jews had souiht 

Spanish culture and learning without sacrificing Je~ish traditions. 

Under far more difficult conditions, they resisted the temptation to 

convert and did not abandon Judaism. Why the apostasy now? 

While the forces at work were less violent that the pogrom 

or the crusade, they effectively led Jews to accept Christianity. 

Among the Jews themselves, there aros e assaults on Jewish traditions, 

religious practices, and culture, and these led to increased at

trac tion to Cennan culture and the majority religion. 

The Romantic and Evange lical movements of the time jointly and 

individually revived and energized Christianity. As th~y attacked 
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the J ewish r e ligion, these same movements, oddly enough, bolstered 

the image of the Jews as a peopl e. 

Both movements were a r eac tion in part to the rationalism of 

the Age of Enlightenment, whi ch we need to summarize briefly. The 

times of Locke (1632-1704), Newton ( 1642-1727) , and Rousse au (1712-

1778) were characterized by a spirit of i nquiry. A visible decline 

in r e ligious fervor and zeal accompanied the denigration of many long 

he ld religious beliefs. In addition , Europe had had enough of 

r e ligious s truggle and strife. Philosophers tended to vi ew religion 

more rationally by emphasi zing t he natural order of the universe. 

Consequently, devotion~! aspects of the faiths suffered . ~n thusiasm 

was equa t ed with f anati ciSlll and outward displays of religious fervor 

were r egarded as socia lly unarc eptable . Places like the Unive rsi t y 

of llalle, wh ich had been a center of Pietism, became a center of 

rationalism. 

Many Jewish leaders wer e impressed by the ideals t hat accompa nied 

the Age of Enlightenment, aod they hoped that the political extension 

of these ideals would aid the J ews . Hoses Mendelssohn, who was 

l ea rned in both secular and Jewish s tud ies , tried t o bring Western 

l earn i ng to Jews. ln order to encourage them to use German instead of 

Yiddish, Mendelssohn trnns lated the Hebr ew Bible into High German . 

Mendelssohn a l so developed a rationa list ic Jewish philosophy consis t ent 

with the times. He proposed t hat Judaism was a natural religion like 

all civilized r e l igions which held to t he belief in a single Cod . 

Additionally, he contended that t he laws and traditions r t vea led at 

Sinai were a particular disci pl i ne for a par ticu lar community and as 
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such did not contradict any other natural religion which did not 

adhere to the Sinaitic covenant. 

Both Chris t ians and Jews were put on the defensive and needed 

to respond to the challenge of rationalism. Deism was one r eligious 

form which rationalism adopted. It asserted that there existed 

simple universal truths fundamenta l to all religions and that these 

truths were evident to man ' s r eason . Deism de-emphasized the possi-

bili ty of a particular revelation. Deists believed in a Creator, but 

not in one who was continually involved in man's history . 

Politically, the most extreme expression of De ism was found in 

France during the rule of Maximilien Robespierre (1758-1794) . In 1794, 

he proclaimed a civil religion of the "Supreme Being , " in "7hich no 

single religion was r egarded ar. super ior. All faLths were subject 

t o state supervision. Robespi ere's activities were the first of many 

major actions on the part of the French to limit the power of the 

established Churches. Throughout the Revolut ionary Period 0790-1814), 

the power of the Roman Catholic Church was seriously threatened . 

Thus Popes Pius Vl and Pius Vll were imprisoned by Napoleon "7hen 

he annexed the Papal s tates. 

There was strong reaction to the political acts of the French 

and to the general anti-religious sentiment. Such reaction came mostly 

from England and Germany. Edmund Burke, in his Reflections on the 

Revolution in France (1790), denounced the anti -religious sentiments 

of the Enlightenment and especially th e r ecorded activities of the 

French. ln his view, religion was a stabilizing force in society, 

for in instilling a sense of reverence it supported the state's right 
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to rule. Without such respect and support , the social order could 

not be maintained. liurke wrote: 

We know, and wha t is better, we feel i nwardly that 
r e l igion i s the basis of civi l society .... We know, 
and it is our pr i de t o know, that man is by his consti 
tution a r e l igious animal; that atheism is against, not 
only our reason, but our instincts; and that it cannot 
prevail long ,8 

The growth of the evange lical movements was pnrtially a reaction 

to t he rationalism and the politica l activities of the Age of Enlishten-

men t . These revivals concentra t ed l e ss on institutional a nd doctrinal 

practices than on the per sonal moral t ran sforma tion of the human being 

through his awareness of sin and s r ace. In Engla nd, the greatest of 

t hese evange l ical revivals began with John Wesley's Methodist movement 

in the mid-eighteenth century. Its influence came to be felt in 

Ameri~a in a series of r evivals known as the Great Awakening. In 

Gennany, a form of revivalism called Pie t ism, which has been previous l y 

mentioned, grew in s trength during the late .?ighteenth century and 

the early n i ne t eenth century. I t s historical roots went deeper t!.an 

t hose of the Methodist movement i n England. Pietism could trace its 

origins to the German mysti cs of thelateMiddle Ages. As such, i t 

st r essed personal experie ntial religion and stood against emotionless 

scholast ic ism. Pictism had a huma nitarian outlook. It responded 

to the religious strife and conflict of the post - Reformation period 

by accepting all Chris ti an denominations. Str essing love and compas-

sion, Pietists opposed war and encouraged charities and other social 

endeavors. t.ike Methodism a nd othe r revivalist movements, Pit>tisro 

kindled emotions and encouraged out~a rd signs of r e ligious fervor. 
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These movements had popular appeal; in time the est ablished Churches 

began t o incorporate some of the ir pract ices and beliefs. Though 

t hey never r ep l aced the es tablished Churches, the revivalists 

eventually t ransformed t hem; thus by 181 5, the Church of Engla nd 

had its first Evangelical b i shop . 

The Evangelical influences on the Church of England had 

political dimensions. To support Eng land meant supporting t he Church 

and opposing the an ti- r e lig ious Napoleon. Burke ' s divine sanct i on 

of the state encour aged t he Chur ch ' s fo llower s to oppose France. This 

patriot ic r e ligious fervor did not end with Napoleon's f a l l. Throughout 

the nineteenth cen tury, the i nterests of the Church wer e repeatedly 

linked t o the in t er ests of the nation. The German philosopher Hegel 

wrote of the state in divine terms. 

Evange l ism had ano ther dimension: missionary work. Throughout 

the nineteenth cent ury, the Pr otestant Churches of Eng land, America, 

and Germany wer e ac t ively bri nging Chr istianit y to the far r eaches 

of the globe; to Ch ina, Africa , India, and Asia Minor . Their mis

sionary zeal was not di r ec ted at Gentiles a l one. Large scale e fforts 

to convert Jews wen t hand in hand with general missionar y programs. 

In fact , the idea of t he final conver sion of the Jews energized tte 

e ntire missionary movemenc. The ca t aclysm i c changes br ought about 

by the French gave rise to Millenarianism: the anticipation of the 

second coming of Jesus fol l owing t he return of t he Jews to the ir land. 

Some evangelists believed that Jewish emancipa tion would facilitate 

the r e turn o( the J ews to their land. I n the nineteenth century, 

Engl ish leaders Like Lord BexJey and Robert Grant vigorous l y supported 
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the efforts to emancipate Jews and at the same time promoted missionary 

activities designed to convert them. Ot hers simply supported a 

program of conversion, believing that convers i on a lone should be the 

prerequisite to emancipation. 

The London Society, referred to previously, was founded in 1795 

by a converted J ew, Joseph Frey. However, its main support came from 

Christian philanthropists like Lewis Way. Soon after its founding, 

the London Society was joined by Scottish ar,d Dutch groups in efforts 

to convert J ews. These missions differed from thei r medieval fore-

runners, for their quarrel was no t with the Jewish people but with 

the religion which inhibited their conversion. Rabbinic .'udaism was 

viewed as a corruption of the Old Testament religion. Oddly enough, 

at the same time Jews "lere venerated as t he ancient people of God. 

England especia lly was pervaded by a spirit of [riendliness towards 

Jews, who were portrayed more positively in literature and in plays. 

Oepsi te this new tack , the missions to the J ews met with rel;aively 

Little success in England. The effor ts were soon directed t o Jews 

on the Con tinent as well as to Jews living in Africa. By 1845 the 

London Society h::id made consider able progress in establishing mis

sionary stations abr oad in Berlin, Warsaw. Frankfort , Jerusalem, Safed, 

Strasburg, Breslau, Posen, Constantinople, Baghdad, Smyrna, and 

Amsterriam. P.epresentatives of t he London Society were placed in 

every major Jewish center :n Prussia and Po l and.
9 

Religiously, th ey 

represented the Anglican l.hurch ; politically, the Cro11m. 

The successes of these groups were minor. It is c lear that 

they never achieved the widescc;le results that were anticipated . 

·. 
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One researcher called their efforts an ''exercise in futility. ,,lO Vast 

sums were spent on distri~uting missionary tracts and translations 

of the New Testament. During the nineteenth century, the London 

Society alone spent an average of 600 pounds in order to convert a 

. 1 ll . I b sing e Jew. The cos ts were so h1g1 ecause Jews converted by th e 

London Society r ece ived fi nancia l support from the Society after 

their baptisms. It was not unusual for a convert to seek employment 

as a London Socie ty miss ionary. Many converts came from lower c lass 

backgrounds and were often people ~10 had been uprooted from their 

homes. The London Society and similar missionary groups could claim 

cr edi t for only a fractior. of the conve rs ions 1n Prussia and in 

other Gennan states. These missions did mor e to s timulate interest 

in Chr i st ianity among Christians than among Jews. One writer 

satirically renamed the London Society "The London Society for 

P . Ch . . . h . . "1 2 romot1ng r1st1an1ty among C r1st1ans. 

Reverting now to the Romantic movement (1780-1830), its broad 

influence touched not only l iterature and a rt but r eligion as well. 

lt also promoted Christiani ty among Christ ians . Politically t he 

Romantics supported th e Res t oration and the r e- e stablisl1ment of 

the secular and religious institutions altered by Napoleon . Many 

vriters like Johann Gottfried Von llercier (1744-1803) glorified the 

social order and the religion of th e medieval era , which was no 

longer viewed as a barbar i~ period but as a noble and virtuous time. 

The Catholic Church benefited from such reflections. Francois Ren~, 

Vicomte De Chauteaubriand (1768-1848), & Romantic and a Roman Catholic, 

emphasized the beauty and truth of Christianity in h is Ce1.ius of 

L ' 
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Christianity (1802). In England, writers such as Samue l Taylor 

Coler idge (1772-1834) also glorified Christianity, supporting the 

established Protestant Church. 

34 

In Germany , new theological and philosophica l speculations 

served to enhance t he image of Chris t iani t y. These ideas were of 

great i nterest to all of Europe. Of particular significance was 

the influence nf Georg Wilhelm Freidrich Hegel (1770-1831), who has 

already been mentioned. His theories gave rise to a view which 

placed Christianity above all other religions in history . 

Hege l believed that the universe was evolving . Change was at 

the heart of all things, as th e world moved progressively towards a 

higher stage of existence. Positing a belief in a metaphysical "world 

sp i rit," Hegel contended that man's history was the "progress of 

the consc iousness of freedom. 1113 Whatever mankind had expe ri enced 

in his history was necessary so that he could move on to a higher 

stage of being. Each period was under the guidance of the "world 

spirit ," and as such, was a r ef l ect i on of the divine will. ivery 

political, economic , and social form which developed in his tory was 

a precursor of a more sophisticated political, economic, and social 

form. The Prussian historian Leopo ld Von Ranke ( 1795-1886) ctilized 

Hegel's ideas, viewing each period of history as unique and "immediate 

to God. 1114 His tory was deified. 

llege l also viewed n.tigions in terms of higher and lower forms. 

For llegel, Christianity \:as t he h i ghest, most sophisticated form of 

religion ever embrac ed by the "world spir it.'' He asserted tl-.at t he 

Pruss i an s tate was a "temporary embodiment of that spirit," for it 
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d Ch . . . d d . 15 supporte r1st1an1ty an promote its causes. Other Gennan 

wr i t ers such as Johann Got tl ieb Fichte (1762-1814) ult imately 

carried these ideas to porten tous extremes, exal t ing German people-

hood , culture, and l a nguage. 

Hegel lauded the cont ributions of earlier peop l es. The Gr eeks, 

t he Romans, all had given the world their gifts of art, science, 

law , and philosophy . Now t hey we r e gone, bu t a higher civi l ization 

had taken t hei r place. 

For Judaism, this approach to histor y had serious consequences. 

Protestan t theol ogians, influenced greatly by Hegel's theories , 

e levated the h istorical position of Chri s tianity , i dentifying i t as 

the nob l es t and the most s ophisticated form of r e ligion. Judaism 

had held this position ages ago, bu t now history under the dir ection 

of the "world spiri t " had passed it by. 

Ant icipating 11-?gelianism, Gotthold Ephr aim Lessing (1729-1781) 

in 1778 wrote his Education of Humanity. Lessi ng viewed religions 

as phases or points of transi t ion in the educat ion of the human 

race. All civilized religions expressed religious t ruths: the 

knowledge of the one Cod , the innnor t ali ty of the soul, the bel i ef 

in an afterli fe . However, some r~ligions articulated these truths 

in a more sophisticated manner which bet t er enabled the adherent to 

grasp the truth . lsrael had inherited a few r el igious truths 

from a lowe r form of r e li,.ious expression. lsrael had been taught 

as a chil<l is taught, pai:istakingly and simp l y. That l estoon was 

the Old Testament principl es of r ewa rd and punishment. I n co;npar ison, 

the New Tes t ament was a higher lesson which concentrated 0n higher 

L 
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religious truths. In the religious classroom of history, Jewo were 

slower classmates of Christians. 

Later on, the German philosopher Inunanuel Kant (1734-1804) was 

less charitable to Judaism than was Lessing. He contended that the 

Old Testament wa s merely a political design for a commonwealth and 

had little to do with religious truths. J ews who continued to 

follow the Law of Moses restricted their religious growth and impeded 

their acceptance into the progressive European world . 

Other theologians who at least considered JudaisQ a religion 

were reluctant t o view it as e t e rnal. Friedrich Daniel Ernst 

Schleiennacher (176R-1834) considered Jud a ism a dead re! igion and 

compared its practitioners to those who mourned over a mulllllly. 

Another one of his less favorable eva luations described Judaism as 

"a single fruit, which after all the life-giving sap is gone from 

the stalk , remains hanging on a withered stem until the coldest 

season and then dries up. 1116 This was the same Schleiermacher who 

spoke so en thusia s tically of Jewisli homes and the ir literary societies. 

These philosophical assaults were difficult for Jews to repel. 

Hegel had made the German state holy. The Romantics t.ad glorified 

Christ ian civilization and history. Protestant theologians had pro

c laimed Christianity the noblest, most sophisticated, religious 

form. German society, culture, and religion were thP best that 

mankind had to offer. ~n comparison, Judaism was decaying and 

withering. 

Many German Jews were influenced by llegeliao ism and tried to 

app ly it to Judaism in the same spirit in wl1ich Mendelssohn had 

\ 
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defe nded J ewish tradition rationa lly. The J ews tt:ied to r ea ch ~ 

r eligious compromise whi ch wou ld facilitate pol itical emancipation. 

At fi rst, many Jewish l eaders contendl'd t ha t Judaism was a 

religion like a ll others. They argued that it contained the essential 

truths common to all civilized religions. Since Judaism was like a ll 

r eligions, why should its prac titioner s be deprived of basic civi l 

rights? In 1799 , an anonymous brochure appeared in Berlin and a rti-

culated some of these feeli ngs. It had been Wt:itten by David 

Friedlander, a prominent Jewish disciple of ?-lendelssohn and a defender 

of J ewi sh inter est s. The brochure was ent it led ''A Letter to the 

Supreme Consistor ial Counci lman, Pastor Te ller, f r om Several lleads of 

Families of t he J ewi sh Faith ." It proposed a r e l igious-political 

c ompromise with German- Christ "an socie t y . In p1ar t it read: 

For a long t ime, we've held a certain pos1t1on between 
t he two extremes--the fanatical belief of t he adherents 
of the Talmud and t he fashionable disbelief of the youth. 
We recognize the great truths that are bas;ic to evet:y 
r e ligion : th e unity of God ; the immortality of the soul; 
aspiration to the ethical perfection. Both Moses and Je~us 
placed t hese foundations in their religions. Judaism drifted 
into ritualistic fonnalism ; Chri stianity into mystica l dogma. 
The rites of Judaism really int erfere with t he civil duties; 
and for the welfar e o f our pos terity we have t o discard the 
yoke of ritual . Bu t 0 11 the other hand, WE~ cannot embr ace 
Christianity di r ectly , a s we are deterr ed by the Christ ian 
dogmas, and the Christian "his t orica J trut:hs" which contra
dict the "truth of r eason." For ins t ance . we canno t recog
nize the dogma of the "Son of God" in its Church sense 
without hypocrisy. . . . We see ruany in our midst embrace 
the Chur ch ligh tmindedly. By means of a c:ouple o f words, 
they get rid of the deprivation of rights . Bul such neo
phytes can a(ford lilLl~ j oy t o a judicious person .... 

Teach us, you nobl e f ri end of virtue ! Tell us: if we 
were to join the gr eat Christian Protestant Socie t y--what 
sort of a public confess ion of cr eed would you nnd other 
men of your honorable counci l demand of ui;? We are few i n 

17 number; but we hope that many o t hr r s wou l d follow our examp l e. 
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ln short, David Friedlander and these families were proposing :hat 

Jews be allowed to enter society through some Christian rite wl1ich 

would not be offensive to Judaism and to ''reason." They emphasized 

the adherence to certain "eternal truths'' and the acceptance of 

civic responsibilities stemming from those "eternal truths." 

Protestant theologians responded very negatively to this pro

posal . For them Christianity was not merely another religion, but 

was the highest religion . In addition, their form of Christianity, 

Protestant Christianity, was superior to the over-ritualized Roman 

Catholic form. It certainly had surpassed Judaism and could hardly 

be considered its eqnal. Some satirically viewed Friedl~nder's 

proposal as a ''dry baptism. 0018 Schleiermacher warned that any attempt 

to carry out this proposal would lead to the creation of a dangerous 

Judeo-Christian sect. Fearing subsequent judaizing of Chri s tianity, 

Schleiermacher commented: "What? we are to believe that Jesus was 

unly a Jewish Rabbi, with philanthropic sentiments, and some socratic 

morality .. .. 19 

Despite Christian rejections, Jews continued to pursue political 

emancipation through r e1igious compromise. For many these compromises 

came easily. As noted in t he beginning of this chapter, many upper 

class Jews ~ecame involved in German society. In literary salons and 

in social circles, German culture replaced J e,.-ish culture. Yiddish 

went unspoken; Hebrew wa:. revered only as the language of ritual. 

Jewish literature stood in stark cont ras t to the romantic writings of 

Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe (1749-1832) and Johirnn Christoph Freidrich 

Von Schiller 0759-1805). In quench ing its thirst for German culture. 
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t he post-Mendelssohn generation d i sregarded its own culture and 

traditions. 

The religious and philosophical assault by Chris t ians on 

the Jewish cul ture was joi ned by a Jewish attack upon Jewish cultur e. 

the Jewish author and Kant ian philosopher Lazarus ben-David had often 

cr i ticized J e ws who apostasized . Even so, at the turn of the cen-

tury, he r eluctant ly cotmnented t hat ''one cannot r eproach t he apostate 

Jews who prefer the animated and gay Church to the desolate and 

mournful Synagogue ; and they endeavor to save t hemselves and thei r 

ch ildren."20 

Abraham Mendelssohn Bartholdy who himself r esisted bal'ltism 

decided to "save his children' ' by raising them i n th e Christian 

faith. On the occasion of his daughter's confirmation i n the Church 

he wrote the following words to her: 

The form in which your teacher of religion expounded a ll 
of t hese (Christian t eachings) had formed historically: 
and, on par with all human laws , it is subject to the 
change of time. Thus several thousand year s ago, the 
Jewish form prevailed, then the Pasan, and now the 
Christian form prevails, We, your mother and I, were 
reared in the J ewish faith: and we did not change t he 
form and we observed the precepts of God in our conscience. 
You--you and your brothers, however--we r eared in t he Christ i an 
faith, because that had become the form of t he most civilized 
peop l e.21 

Hence the process had run its course. German philosophy and German 

culture succeeded in winning Jews to the Church where German anti-

Semitism alone had fai l ed. Though the attack had been waged on 

several front s, political, social, and r e ligious, it was the attack 

by phi l osophy which had been the most difficult to repe l . 
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A generation before, during the Age of Enlightenment, Mendelssohn's 

rationalism defended Judaism. Even then however, his ideas were 

attacked as partially irrational. Within a generation his rationaliza

t ions would not provide an adequate defense during the Age of Romanti

cism and Hegelianism. Traditional Judaism suffered io contrast to a 

glorified, enthusiastic Christianity. Theologians and missionaries 

v iewed it increasingly as a dying vestige of a once noble religion. 

The appeal of the sophistica t ed, civilized religion and culture of 

Germany won over many Jews to Christ. 

To be sure, there were Jews who converted for purely e conomic 

reasons, just as Jews had done throughout J ewish history . However, 

this period of Jewish h istory is unique because of the significant 

numbers of Jews who converted out of a de eper co1J1111itment and attach

ment to Christianity. 

To understand the motivations of any convert, one should 

consider many factors. More often than not, it is difficult to 

identify which assault had the greatest e ffec t upon a particu: ar 

individual. How does one view the young Polish J ew who journeys 

to Germany and gains admission to a university by converting to 

Christianity? His coawersion cannot be understood in political terms 

alone , but mu s t be understood socially and religiously as well. 

Only by taking into considerat i on the philosophical forces can one 

more fully e xplain the c onversions of the Heines and the Ganses who 

were driven to baptism by conditions which the ir ancestors might have 

tol erated. Their religion did not mean as much to them as it did 

to the ir ancestors . 



In viewing nineteenth century converts to Christianity, one 

must distinguish between the Jewish convert's national feelings 
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and his religious feelings. Frequently these people were proud to 

~e Jews but were dissatisfied with the religion that accompanied 

that privilege. The J ewish convert who dedicated his li fe to 

Christianity in the nineteenth century can only be understood by 

grasping the fact that he looked favorably upon Jews but not upon 

Juda ism. This shall become c learer as we continue now by outl ining 

the careers and personalities of Jewish converts to Christianity who 

achieved eminence through their dedication to the Church . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

EMINENT llEBllEW-CHRlSTIANS OF THE NINETEENW CENTURY 

In this chapter, we will summarize briefly the lives and 

careers of n ine eminent Hebr ew-Christians: three bishops, one 

missionary, and five scholars. 

These individuals were chosen for several reasons. First , 

these men col lectively typify the life and career of the Jewish 

convert to Christianit; who achieved eminenc~ through serv~ces to 

the Church in the nineteen th century. They were also chosen because 

the contributions and car eers of these men are each unique and 

worthy of study in their own right. Because their careers were pur

sued in various parts of the world, they pr ovide us with interesting 

reflections of Jewish and Christian life in different countries. 

Additionally, their individual stories of conversion offer signi

ficant insights into the dimensions of th e Hebrew-Christian personality. 

The Church went on to utilize the talents and interests of these men 

in various ways. It was not uncommon to find that a convert 

experimented wjth numerous rol es befor e achieving success and ful

fillment through one particular service. 

We turn first to three Jews who came to serve as Bishops. 

44 
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THE BISHOPS 

Samuel lsaac Joseph Schereschewsl:y (1831-1906) 

As noted in the second cl'apter, t he nineteenth century Church 

was witness to an expanding missionary movement. Samuel Isaac 

Joseph Schereschewsky, a former rabbinical student and the son of 

a Lithuanian rabbi, helped bring that movement to China. 

For hundreds of years the Manchu dynasty had effectively 

discouraged foreigners from ent ering China. In the beginning decades 

of the nineteenth century, British commercial ventures in Canton led 

to the establishment of a Protestant missionary outpost. In time, 

all major European powPrs established military and commerc : al presences 

iu China. After the British millitary victories against China in 1842 

and in 1858, new areas were opened to trade , for example Shanghai. 

As a r esult of the colonizing successes, missionaries were abl e to make 

contact with a large segment of the Chi nese population. Many of these 

missionaries to China came from America and Britain . 

As a young rabbinical student in Zhitomer, Lithuania, Schereschewsky 

knew little of the events taking place in Ch ina. He was raised by 

his half-brother, a timber merchant, who was training him to be a 

glazier . Young Schereschewsky however, had other plans. At age nine

t een , he l e ft home for the city of Frankfort and eventually went to 

Breslau where he enrolled in the University as a student of Semitic 

languages. Even before he left Lithuania, Schereschewsky had become 

interested in Christianity . In 1859, ~s a new immigrant to America, 

he wrote: "My conversion t ook place in Europe, in my native town 

through the reading of the Hew 'i'estament in Hebrew. 111 His daughter, 
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however , relates that his decision was a gradual one and that it 

became final not in his native town but through a religious 

experience in a German cathedral . She r eports that Schereschewsky, 

whil e s tanding alone in prayer and gazing at the altar, saw a beam 

of light which "suddenly struck the crucifix."
2 

Soon after this experience, Schereschewsky emigrated to America 

where he met John Neander, a ltebrew-Christian and pastor of a Pr esby

t erian Church in New York. ln 1855, Schereschewsky at t ended a 

Passover seder arranged by other Hebrew-Christians. At one point in 

the service, he rose and confessed, "J can no longer deny my Lord, I 

'"'ill follow Him \o.·it hou'" the camp. 113 That saoe year he was baptized 

a Presbyterian Christian and was offered a scholarship to the Western 

Theological Seminary in Pittsl-urgh. lie accepted and enr olled in the 

seminary under the name Samuel l. Joseph. During his second year of 

study a t the seminary, Schereschewsky began to have doubts about both 

Calvinis t ic theo logy and the Presbyterian systeci of church government. 

At the same time, the young irm1igrant became friendly with the 

Reverend Dr. Theodore B. L)'lllan who offered him admission t o the 

Episcopalian Gener a l Theological Semina r y in New York. Schereschewsky's 

subsequent acceptance angered his Presbyterian sponsors, teachers, and 

classmates, to whom he had not voiced any of his doubts . The Western 

Theological Seminary's final report on Schereschewsky nnted that his 

general behavior and academic standing wer e good. However, they 

added that "his determination to enter another seminary had nearly, 

if not quite, destroyed all of ou r confidence in his candor, fairness, 

disingenuousness , prudence, honor and s tability ... and until he 
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gives some proof of a great cha nge, the faculty cannot r egard him as 

f . bl b f . 114 a pro ita e mem er o any s eminary. The Episcopalians were none-

the less glad to have him. A l et ter of introduc tion t o t he faculty 

of the General Theological Seminary read: "He brings to you a mor e 

than ordinary amount of various learning, especially Hebrew, Chaldaic, 

and Rabb inic. He bids fa ir , if well trained and disciplined, 

to be hereafter useful in a way and degr ee t o which we do not find 

bl f 
. . ,.5 men capa e o aspiring. 

Midway through his studies at the General Theo l ogical Seminary , 

Schereschewsky met Bishop Boone of Chi na who was seeking young men 

for missionary work. A lifelong friendship began between ~chereschewsky 

and the Bishop. With th e seminary's per mission, Boone or dained 

Scher eschewsky as a deacon of the Church , even t hough he had no t fin:shed 

the entire course of study. The t wo left for Ch ina. On the way 

Schereschewsky began what was to become his life 's work: the s tudy 

of the Chinese l anguage. Soon after his arrival i n China, Scher eschewsky 

wa s ordained a priest . He spe nt the next thirty year s serving the 

Church in China primarily as a translator. As a talent ed linguist, 

Scher eschewsky became expert in severa l Chinese dialects. Here is 

a partial list of h is transla tions: 

l) Psalms--Col l oquial Mandarin 
2) Old Tes t ament- -Mandar i n and Wen-li 
3) Prayerbook- -Mandarin and Wen-Ii 
4) Apocrypha--~en- li 
5) New Testamcnt - -Wer1- li 

In additio n to these, Schereschew!>ky compi led a Chiness grammar, 

a Ch i nese dictionar y, and a Mongolian dictionary . Amaz ing l y, many 

of these works were completed a{ t er he was afflicted with paralysis 

L 
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in 1882 . With gTeat courage and determination, he continued his work, 

typing entire manuscripts with his one unparalyzed finger. His 

r ev ision of the Mandarin Old Testament and his translation of the 

entire Christian Bible were nicknamed the "One Finger Bible . 116 

Schereschewsky 1 s scholarship was greatly respected. Max Muller, 

a noted scholar, considered him "one of the six most learned 

orientalists in the world."7 Schereschewsky was neither the first 

nor the last t o tr3nslate the scriptural writings into Chinese. He 

hoped that his works would be accepted as the authoritative Chi nese 

translations of Scripture. Often he would ask: "Is it not possible 

to have one Bible for China?118 

It is difficult to measure the Bishop's success as an adminis

trator. After declining the bishopric twice, he accepted reluctantly 

in 187 7 and then only after he was assured t hat fund s would be 

forthcoming t o build a university in China where he could teach. In 

1879, St. John's College was opened, and in 1881, a medical schoo l 

was added. 

Schereschewsky was not personally active i n seeking out converts. 

He believed that ultimately only Chinese missionaries could convert 

the Chinese. He delegated most of the missionary responsibilities 

to his subordi;iates. In 1881 he freely admitted: "From the very 

beginning l was convinced that I had not the special gifts and quali

f i cations for this off ice . I regard my episcopate thus far as a 

failure ... 1 see no rea son to hope that I shal l be more successful 

in the future.•• 9 
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Ris fellow workers heartily concurred with Schereschewsky's 

self-appraisa l. William Boone, son of Bishop Boone wrote: "Between 

us (field missionaries) ... he is not a worker of men from all 

re-.orts . ,.lO ~1· F th · · dd d r rtss ay, ano er missionary a e : 

He holds the most extraordinary opinions in theology and 
he has more than a J ew 's contempt for the theol ogy, learning 
and opinion of others. As for the Chinese, 11e looks upon 
them as a Brahman does upon a pariah. He is kind and amiable 
t o those he likes! but it seems to me he has l ittle love for 
fallen humanity.l 

Though Schereschewsky was often criticized by his fellow workers, 

h~ nevertheless mangaed to reta i n his influence and power. The Bishop 

often held unpopular opin ions, inc luding st rong feelings about r e ligious 

matters. For i nstance, hi s dislike of Buddhism interfered with his 

work as a missionary. Again he was extr emely jealous of other Protes-

tant groups i n China, and espec ially of th e Roman Catholics who were 

far mor'? successfu l in converting the Chinese than were the Protestants. 

Concerning the Roman Catholic Church and its missionaries he wrote: 

I cannot but think tha t the Church of Rome displays an 
uncot1111on amount of activity and e nergy in the conversion 
of th e heathen- -much more in proportion, I am persuaded 
than is displayed by our own Church. It is a great pity 
that the true Church should not at least be as zealous to 
spread the whole truth as the corrupt Chur~~ of Rome is to 
propogate her doctrines and superstitions. 

Throughout his life , Schereschewsky identified as a Jew and 

proudly believed that h.is upbringing was part of a divine plan to 

equip him with special knowledge t o spread th e gospe l He often 

insisted that one cou l d not translate the Bib l e accurately without 

knowledge of Hebrew. One of his early experience s in China reflected 

both his interest in J ews and his inability to function as a missionary. 
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While still a priest, Schereschewsky had been told about a smal l 

village, K'ai-feng Fu, which was populated by a few hundr ed assimi-

lated Chinese Jews. The rabbi of thi s conmmnity had died two 

gener ations previous ly . They knew little if anything about Christianity. 

Schereschewsky decided to personally bring the gospel t o t hem. His 

efforts , although sincer e , were ill-received, and he and his servant 

were for cibly driven from the village by angry J ews. In subsequent 

times, the Bishop dir ected his attention t o the problems of schol arship, 

for which he was greatly remembered. 

Michae l Solomon Alexander (1799-1845) 

Michael Solomon, to use his origina l name, met with more success 

as a miss ionary than Schereschewsky. Born in Scholanke, Posen near 

the Pruss ian border, Michae l was the son of an Eng l ish rabbi . 

During his childhood, Posen t:ad fallen under Prussian domination. 

The brief emancipa t ion permitted J ewi sh boys t o attend secular elementar y 

and secondary schools. Young Michael attended t hese schools and also 

went to a Yeshiva wher e he became a rabbi. As he gr ew to manhood, 

he began to have doubts about t~e value of t he Talmud and voiced 

these doubts to l1is older brother. A turning point in his life was 

the death of his f ather in 1820, after which his o lder brother became 

the head of the family and served Sch~lanke as it s rabbi. Disappointed 

that he could not be the rahhi , Michael l ef t home and j ourneyed t o 

England where he sought emp!oyment in the J ewish community . He 

served as Hazzan and Schochet in several English co111Duoitiea: 

Norwich (1820- 1821), Nottinglaam (1821-1823), and Plymouth (1823-1825). 
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While at Plymouth, he was befriended by the Reverend B. B. Golding, 

the curate of Stonehouse to whom he gave lessons in Hebrew. Together 

they studied the Christian Bible, comparing passages in the Old 

Testament to New Testament passages. Alexander's decision to convert 

was slow and dif ficult . His interest in Chris tianity provoked numerous 

quarrels with the family of his fiance, Deborah Levi. He put a s ide 

his interest long enough to marry Deborah at the Plymouth synagogue 

in accordance with Jewish custom. But his attraction to Christianity 

was strong and eventually he began to attend the Reverend Golding's 

services r egularly. His appreciation of Christianity grew: ''l 

was greatly struck with the first chapter of St. Matthew, and had no 

idea that Christianity knew anyth ing of our patriarchs; and was s till 

more s truck wi th the character of Christ, and the excellent moral s he 

13 taught.'' Soon he began to share such thoughts with his congregants , 

and thi s l ed t o his dismissal by the chief rabbi Reverend Solomon 

Re:rsche l . 

On June 22, 1825, Alexander was baptizeJ at the Church of St. Andrew 

1n Plymouth before a sizable crowd. Five mont hs later his wife conver t ed 

as well . The new converts to Chris tianity moved to Dublin where 

Alexander taught Hebrew and studied theology at the Trinity college. 

In 1827, he was ordained a deacon. One year later he became a priest . 

Accompanied by ano t her missi onary, Reverend W. T. Ayerst, 

Alexander set out fo r Danz~g t o open a mission to the J ews . While 

in Germany, he visited his brother and s ister whom he had not seen in 

over nine years. He met only briefly with his brother, who according 

to Alexander drew a pessimistiG pic ture of J ewish l i fe in Posen: 
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''It is generally expected that the next generation will embrace 

. . • J d . . f d . ,. l 4 Chr1st1an1ty, as u a~sm is ast y1ng out. His brother-in-law 

and sister reluctantly rece ived Alexander into their home for an 

evening, requesting that lle kee p his presence a secret by leaving 

before daybreak. They feared that their brother's presence would 

cause an incident with the townspeopl e who had no great love for 

missionaries, especially apostate Jewish missionaries. Alexander 

r efused their request saying: "I should be heartily sorry to convey 

the impression that I wished to escape the cross ," and decided to 

stay and "leave the result with God."15 The following day, Alexander 

publically visited the local Church . Angry crowds gathered and d1ove 

him and his companion from the town with mocking requests for Bibles 

and missionary tracts , Yet aside from thi s incident, Alexander and 

Ayerst did achieve some success after they set up a school in Danzig 

for Jewish children, many of whom wer e converted to Christianity. 

After three years, Alexander returned to London and continued 

his work as a missionary for the London Society for the Promotion 

of Christianity among the Jews. ln 1832, he received a D.D. from 

Trinity College and was appointed Pr ofessor of Hebrew and Rabbinical 

Literature a t King~ College. He taught the re for the next ten years, 

during which time he trans lated the New Testament into Hebrew. 

&luring tl.e terrible hlood libel and pogrom in Damascus in 

1840, many concerned Christians and Jews organized in support of 

Jewry. Alexander organized a special meeting of English Hebrew-

Christians, and together they issued a petition which was well-

publicized by the press: 



We, the undersigned, members of the Jewish nation 
having lived till manhood in the belief and cus toms 
of modern Judaism, but having now, through the grace 
of God, become members of the Christian Church, do 
he r eby sol emnly protest that we have never, directly 
or indirec tly, heard of, much l ess known the practice 
of ki lling Christ ians , or using Chri s tian blood, and 
that we be lieve this charge, so of t en brought agains t 
them formerly, anJ now lately revived , to be a foul 
and Sa tanic falsehood. 

Signed: M. S. Alexander, Professor of 
ttebrew and Rabbinical Literatur e 

53 

i n Kings Co l leg~, London; formerl y 
officiating Rabbi in th e Jewish 
Congregation at Norwich and Plymouth, 

16 ft>llowed by f ifry-s ix other signatures. 

Alexander's involvement in t his i nternational issue came to 

the attention of t he Chur ch and the Bri t ish government a t an 

opportune time. The British and the Germans, in an effort t o check 

Tur k ish and French influence in th e ~l i ddle East, set up a j o int 

Anglican-Lutheran Bi shopric i n J erusalem. They justified the 

bishopric by claiming that the Jews of Palestine shou ld be cnr ed for 

(and converted) by a European Church. From 1841-1886, t he Germans 

and th e Br i ti sh shar ed the r esponsibi l ity of appo i nt ing a Bi shop 

to serve i n J erus al em. Alexander was the fi rs t Bishop to serve. 

He was elevated t o th e office on November 7, 1841 by t he Archbishop 

of Canter bury who bade ''a Hebr ew of the Hebr ews" to "carry back the 

message of peace to the source from whi ch it flowed,. ,.17 

Al exander ' s episcopate lasted a brief four years Even so 

it was an acti ve service . He convert ed several J ews and set up a 

Christ ian hospital i n Jerusa l em t o serve the Jewish populatjon. 

The J ewi sh community in J erusalem v i ewed Al exander and his church 

with curiosity . Hi s conversions went smN> t hl:,· and did not agitate 



54 

local Jews excessively. The most disruptive incident came about 

after he converted an Algerian immigrant, Rabbi Judah J,evi, who 

then divorced his wife and left his family. By 1844, Al exander had 

baptized 37 Jews, confirmed 26, a1 J had ordained nine deacons and 

f
. . 18 ive priests. 

Alexander met with an untimely death at th e age of 46, when on 

a missionary journey to Egypt he became ill and died. The Bishop was 

buried in Jerusalem on Mt. Zion. Said one member of his church : 

"The Mitre of Jerusalem, like the wreath of our blessed Lord, has 

been to him a c rown of thorns . 11 19 

lsaac Hellmuth (1820-1901) 

The third of the Hebrew- Christian bishops of the nineteenth 

century was Isaac Hellmuth. He achieved eminence as a Bishop of 

Huron in Canada. Like his fellow bishops in Chi na and Jerusalem, 

Bishop Hellmuth served the Church not only as a pri est but as a 

scholar as well. During his life, Hellmuth wrote a number of 

papers which defended the fundamentalist approach to the Bible. 

for example, 1n 1867 he wrote The Authenticity and Genuineness of 

the Pentateuch. In addition he published a Biblical Thesuarus in 

1884. 

Born and raised in l<arsa\J, Hellmuth attended a yeshiva until 

the age of sixteen. Subsequent l y, his parents sent him to study 

classical and oriental literature at the Univer sity of Br eslau. In 

Breslau, he met Dr. S. Neumann, a representative of the London 

Society and a professor at the University. Dr. Neumann convinced 
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Hellmuth to move to England and contact the Reverend H. S. Josephs 

of the All Saints Church in Liverpool. Soon after this move, 

Hellmuth embraced Christianity and spent several years studying 

theology under the evangelists Hugh HcNeile and James Haldane Stewart. 

llis decision to convert estranged him from his family. His wealthy 

father disinherited him, cutting him out o f his will. Years later, 

Hellmuth's br other's r est or ed his inheritance to him. 

As a scholar and as an evangelist, He llmuth was particularly 

suited for a career in Canada, where the major ta sk of the Church 

was to maintain loyalty among the colonists. By 1787, a full Church 

hierarchy had developed. In 1860 , Canadian Protestants inaugurated 

their fir st Archbis hop. lle llmuth emigrated to Canada in 1844, 

carrying a letter of recommendation from the Archbi shop of Canterbury. 

Two year s later he was ordained a priest, and in 1853 he r eceived a 

Doctorate of Divinity. Thereafter, He llmuth served the Church i n 

severa l capacities~ Professor of Hebrew and Rabbinical Litera t ure at 

Bishops College in Lenoxville, Pres ident of Hur on Co llege, ancl 

General Superintendent of Colonial and Continental Socie ty i n 

British North Ameri ca. Hellmuth integrated well into Christian 

society. He was married twice, once to a general ' s daughter in 

1847, and th en again in 1886 to th e daughter of an admiral. 

ln 1871, He llmuth was appoint ed Bishop Coadjutor of Huron, 

assistant to Bishop C'ronyn. Aft .:r Cronyn's death the following year , 

Hellmuth succeeded him as Bi shop . His successful bishopric was 

charac t erized by expansion and growth. During hi s eleven years 

as Bishop many chu r ches and schools "'ere opened . Previously in 
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1869, Hellmuth Ladies Col lege. Seventeen years later, Bishop 

Schereschewsky ' s daughter would attend Hellmuth Ladies College. 
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In 18SO , Bishop Hellmuth journeyed to England where he raised funds 

to build Western Ontario University. It supplemented Huron College , 

a theologica l and l ibera l arts school also founded by Hellmuth (in 

1863). Hellmuth was so COllllllitted to this project that he personally 

contributed 2,000 pounds sterling to the college's endowment fund. 20 

In 1883, Hellmuth resigned the see in order to accept an appoint 

ment as Bishop Suffragan to the Bishop of Hull in Canada. On a legal 

technicality, the appointment was revoked and Hellmuth had to settle 

for a lesser position as Bishop Coadjutor. \.'hen the Bishop of Hull 

died in 1884, He llmuth w:is forced to resign. From then till his 

death nine years later , he served inn number of minor church posts. 

During his long career, Hellmuth was involved in several 

political disputes. One major entanglement between himself and 

the Lord Bishop of Montreal damaged I-is personal r eputation . In 

a series of public letters, the Lord Bishop charged that Hellmuth, 

as an archdeacon, had manipulated Church leaders into building a 

church on his father-in-law's land. It was contended that Hellmuth 

promised to donate a substantial amount of money, but later r eneged 

by turning the donation into a loan . The matter was never reso lved . 

As a theo logian, He llmuth was zealously evangelical. In 1865, 

he preached eighc. discourses in the lluron College Chape l which were 

later published under the title The Divine Dis pensations and their 

Gradual Development. lie published these discourses in order to provide 
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believers with adequate responses to the attacks of contemporary 

skeptics who Hellmuth claimed "held high posts of honour and involve

ment in the Church. 1121 In global language he warned: 

According to a late estimate, the world contains a 
population of about twelve hundred millions. Of this 
nearly nine hundred millions are Pagans, Mohammedeans, 
and Jews--the latter about ten millions. The remaining 
three hundred millions constitute Christendom. Of 
this nearly two hundred millions are Romanists , while 
fifty millions belong to the Creek Church; the rest 
consist of Protestants, many of whom, alas! it is feared 
have the form of godliness, but are strangers to the 
power of it. Is this not a truly appalling picture 
t o behold and that in the nineteenth century of the 
Christian era? ... Nearly two hundr ed millions 
blindly adhering to the superstitious and idolatrous 
system of Rome. One hundred millions deluded by the 
Arabian imposter, while many who call themselves Prot
estants, and even fill places of high positions within 
the Church, ar e not only destitute of vital godliness, 
but are actually undermining our Zion . 22 

During the course of his lecture , Hellmuth touched upon many 

subjects Lncluding Bible, theology, and politics. With regard co 

the Jews, Hellmuth predicted their imminent return to the land of 

Israe l . ln millenarian s tyle, he traced their history and rejection 

by Cod, contending that all was necessary for the development of 

Christianity and mankind. He regarded Judaism as a proper step in 

the religious development of the human race. He believed that in 

studying Judaism one could more f ully unders tand and appreciate 

Christianity. Hellmuth felt himself to be a superior Christian 

because of his Jewish background. 
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THE MISSIONARY 

Joseph Wo l ff (1795-1862) 

Fr equently, Jewish converts to Christ i anity dedicated their 

entire l ives to the conversi on of their former co-r eligionis t s. The 

most eminent of these was Joseph Wolff, the son of a Bavar ian rabbi. 

The Reverend Aa r on Bernstein, in his book Some Jewish Witnesses for 

Chr ist, s t ates that Joseph Wo l ff and David Livingstone were "the 

"3 two grea t missionary eJ<plorers of the nineteenth century."- While 

Livingstone sought to bring Christiani t y t o Africa , Wolff concen-

trated upon contacting his dispersed brethren in the Orient. Wo l ff's 

records of his adventur es and missions were published in several 

popu lar books: Researches and ~lissionary Labours among the Jews 1 

Mohammedeans, and o ther Sec ts .!!!2!_-1834 (London, 1835), Narrative 

of a Mission to Bukhara to Ascertain the Fate of Co lonel St oddart -- - ------
and Captain Conelly (in two volumes, London, 1845), and Travels and 

Adventures of the Rever e nd Joseph ~olff, D.D., LL.D., (London, 1861). 

It is in this last book, his autobiography, that most of the 

detai l s of Wolff ' s life are r ecorded . 

Wolff, named simply after his grandfa ther, was born in the small 

Bavarian village of Wei l ersba ch in 1795. 24 Soon after his birth , 

his family moved to Halle where he received a strict orthodox 

Jewish education and upbringing. At age eleven, he and his brother 

entered the Protestant Lyceum ~~ Stuttgart . A short time later , 

Wolff moved to Bamberg and lived with his C'ousin whom he called 

"a modern s tyled Jew," leaning "towards infidelity. •• 25 In Bamberg, 

he attended the Roman Catholic Lyceum. There, for the first time, 
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Wolff r ead the romantic works of Goethe and Schiller a s well as the 

philosophical writings of Kant. Wolff's attraction to Christ ianity 

however , began long before he came to Bamberg. Wolff r eca lled that 

as a child Christian f r iends and neighbors had told him fascinating 

accounts of the grandeur and glory of the Roman Ca tholic Church. 

The stories of the missionary Xavier intrigued young Wolff, who spent 

many hours dreaming of becominc a great missionary, and one day the 

Pope. Not yet seventeen, Wolff embar ked upon his first journey ln 

order to pursue his dreams of glory . ln 1812 he went to Rome where 

he was baptized Joseph Wolff. Later at his confi r mation he took the 

name Stani9lau Wencelas , a name he never used. The young convert 

spent the next few years studying l anguages al the Un iver sity of 

Vienna. There he became acquainted with Dorothea Von Schelegel 

and her ccnfessor Clemeut Maria Hoffbauer, a romanticist and a 

leader of the pro-papal party in Vienna. As a result of these 

influences, Wolff entered the seminary of the Collegio Romano in 

1816, and in 1817 enrolled in the Collegio Urbano della Propaganda 

Fede. While in Rome, Wolff gained an audience with the Pope to 

whom he presented a Hebrew Bible. 

However, Wolff ' s personality was such that he was unable to 

adher e to the discipline of the Catholic school. Frequently he 

disputed with his classmate s and teachers over matters of ritual 

and theolo&Y· In his memoirs, Wolff writes with delight of many 

spiri t ed debates. llis teachers , less appreciative of his icono

clastic personality, accused him of corrupting his classmates, and 

in 1819 he was asked to leave the College. Years later he wrote: 



... Though I am indebted to the Propaganda for many 
excellent things I witnessed ... I neverthel ess heard 
many sentiments. and saw many practices in the Church . 
against which my conscience revolted, and I was openly 
obliged to protest against them which induced Pope Pius Vlt 
and Cardinal Litta t o decree my banishment from Rome.26 

It seems doubtful t~at the Pope personally directed Wolff's 

expulsion. Throughout his autobiography, Wolff exagger ates and 
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glori fies his actions. Wolff's egotism often l ed t o disputes which 

more often than not necessitated his departure from one organization 

?J 
or another. -

The quarrelsome Wolff found more accP.ptance in the Anglican 

Church. In 1819 Wolff met Lewis Way of the London Society. The 

evangelical philanthropist was impressed with Wolff and financed his 

education at Cambridge, where he studied language and theol ogy 

under Professors Lee and Simeon. In 1821 Wolff secured the financ ia l 

support of a patron, llenry Drummond, who sent him on his first of 

many missionary travels. ln 1827 , Wolff married the Lady Georgic.na 

IJalpole, daughter of the Ear l of Orford. Their son, the noted stat•"?S-

man and diplomat, Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, was named after Wolff's 

patron . Wolff ' s travels took him t o Egypt, Palestine, Syria, 

Bukhara, and to America. In 1836 he delivered a ser mon before 

Congress and received an honorary degree from Annapolis. In 1838 

Wo lf f was ordained a priest in Oublin. 

It is difficult to measure Wolff's success as a missionary in 

terms of actual numbers of conversions. Wolff's writings contain 

exaggerations which make his r eport s unr e liable . le is clear that 

his many readers and supporters greatly appr ec iated and respectP.d 

his effort s and accomplishments. 
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Though Wolff maintained his identity as a Jew, he was never 

entirely able to find a Hebrew-Christian community where he cou ld 

maintain social r e lationsips with other Hebrew-Christians. No doubt 

his eccentric nature and style, as well as his egot ism, prevented 

his feeling fully at home i~ any co1JS11unity. Wolff frequently 

questioned the depth of other s ' r e ligious convic t ions, especially 

the convictions of Jewish converts. Often he referred t o Paul's 

religious experience on the road to Damascus in order to illustrate 

what an authentic convert should feel at the moment of conversion. 

Wolff himself never records having h3d such an experience. His 

tempenaent and personality were well-su ited to his profession: they 

allowed him no o t her. 

On his mission to Bukhara to investigate the disappearance of 

two British officers, Wolff was arrested and brought before the Emir, 

Asaad Oollah Bejk, as a spy. Wolff defended himself by claimir.g to 

be a missionary seeking the t en lost tribes of Israel. When asked 

t o exp lain why he had undertaken so difficult a mission, he responded: 

The world, 0 brot her, remaine th not to anyone. Fix , 
therefore, your heart on tl1e Creator of the World, and 
it is enough. I have found out, by the r eading of thi s 
book that one can only bind one's heart to God by 
believing in Jesus, and believing this, lam like one 
who walks in a beautiful garden, and smells the odour of 
the r oses and hears the warbling of the nightingale; and 
I do not like to be the only one so happy; and therefore 
l go about in the world for the purpose of inviting others

28 to walk with me, arm in anu, in the same beautiful garden. 

In truth, Joseph Wolff walked alone. 
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THE SCHOLARS 

Isaac da Costa (1798-1860) 

In thi s section we wi l l outline the lives a nd careers of five 

Hebrew-Chris tia ns who achieved emi nence in t he Ch urch through 

academia. Our first persona lity is the Du t ch author, theol ogian, 

and poet Isaac da Costa. Ris conversion to Christianity in the 

third decade of the ni11.:t eenth cen tury is an interesting hi s torica l 

comnentary . Isaac da Costa was dis tantly related to the famous 

Marrano Ur iel da Costa (1590-1647) . In 1617, Uriel da Costa and his 

brot hers had fled Portugal and Qoved t o Amsterdam where t hey renounced 

Ca t holicism and jo ined t he synagogue. Uriel, however, found the 

practices and beliefs of Du tch Jewry difficult to accept. He pub

lically disputed wi th rabbis and was excoa111unicat ed several times. 

He drifted i n and out of J udaism, often i dentifying as a deist. Late 

in his life, he went mad and commit ted suicide. 

Two hundred years later, his brother's descendan t , Isaac da 

Cos t a, also became disillusioned with traditional Judaism. Like 

Urie l , he wa s intensely proud of his J ewish heritage; unlike him, 

he found fulfillment in t he Church. 

As a child, I saac da Cos ta r eceived a tradi tional J ewish 

education and studied under t he famed Hebraist Moses Leman . 

Re l igiously however , the young scholar was t orn between ll is mot her's 

devot ion t o Judaism and his fa t her's i nd if fer ence. Da Costa recal l ed 

tha t his father "was not a st rict Jew," and only "maintained a 

decorous r espect for tl 1e outward ordinance ,.,f religion. 1129 
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As an adolescent, da Costa would, as he put it , "addict" him

self to prayers and comnandments, but would sooner or later lapse 

into doubt. His sear ch for a mean i ngful religious life was a frus

trating one. Like Vriel da Costa, he wavered back and forth between 

Judaism and Deism. 

In 1811 da Costa's father arranged to have Isaac study the 

classics with a professor of antiquities and lite rature. These 

studies sparked an i nterest in history . For the first time in his 

life, da Costa began t o regard the Old Testament as an ~istorical 

revelation. Motivated by a personal search for meaning, da Costa 

began to research the history of his family in Spain and Portucal. 

In 1815 be met the celebrated Dutch poet Bilderdyk (1756-1831), 

recently returned to Amsterdam after his exile by Napoleon. The 

guidance and teachings of the o lder poet meant a great deal t o the 

struggling young Jew. A master-discip l e relationship developed. 

In time , their r e lationship combined an interest in poetry with a 

study of the Bib l e. Bilderdyk showed da Costa prophecies in the 

Old Testament which he felt were fulfilled by Jesus. After da Costa 

received his degree in law from the University of Leyden , Bilderdyk 

wrot e a poem to Isaac expressing his deep personal hopes for Isaac's 

conversion. In 18.!2, his hopes were realized. Along with his wife, 

the wealthy Hannah Belmonte and his close friend, Dr. Abraham 

Capadose, Isaac da Cos t a l e ft l .ie synagogue for the Church. Philo

sophically and r eligiously , he had abandoned Judaism l ong before. In 

his history Israel and the Gentiles da Costa relates how his conversion 

to Christianity came <1bout through liis appreciation of Jewish history: 



l came to the simple and certain conclusion, that 
the wonderful and unprecedented circumstance of the 
existence of the J ewish nation and their varied 
doctrines, during the space of 3,000 or 4,000 years, 
could only be accounted for by admitting these three 
truths; Their elec tion by God as his people, on 
account of that Just One who was to be born of the 
seed of Abral1am; their present misery, because of 
their rejection of the Messiah, and the divine origin 
of the prophec ies, fortelling their future restoration 
and conversion . JO 

Da Costa viewed Jewish history in a r omantic light . Since 

he could trace the origins of his family to the time of the 

lnquisiton, da Costa felt himself a part of that hsitory. lie 

regarded himself as noble and special. Da Costa believed in pre-

destination and wrote about his salvation as if he were especially 

chosen by God. In his book The Noble Families among the~ 

(1857), da Costa stressed his nob l e descent. Throughout his life , 

he identified himself as a Jew. Partly out of pride and partly out 

of conceit, he poetically asserted: 11 1 am not a son of t epid Western 

shores. My fatherland is where the sun awakes."31 

The poet's e litism was demonstrated politically as well. As 

an arch-reactionary, he supported conservative causes with great 

zeal. As a central figure of t he Protestant "Reveil" wing of the 

Anti-kevolutionary party, da Costa attacked freedom of the press, 

the abolition of slavery, and the constitutional monarchy. With 

respect to state-church r e lations , the Reveil group preached a 

return to the simple faith and "rthodoxy of former times. Da Costa 

believed that ''the true prince governs his child r en as a father who 

heeds non e but the command of our Fa th er in heaven. •· 32 
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Da Costa did not believe that J ewish emancipation shou ld be 

encouraged. The ir freedom should be earned t hrough convers ion . 

As a suppor t er of mi s sions to Jews, da Costa urged J ews to abandon 

the trad i tions of the rabbis whi ch had nullified God ' s word and had 

"cast a veil over t he predictions which wer e fulfilled in J esus 

Christ . "
33 

With great disdain for those traditions he wrote: 

"The Talmud is an immense heap of rubbish , at the bottom of whi ch 

34 a f ew bright pearls of Eastern wisdom are t o be formed." Rega r ding 

the persecutions of Jews by Christians in former times, he insisted 

that they were by "men calling themse lves Christians," who "at heart 
., r 

were disbelievers . .,. J 

Despite his denigration of Judaism, da Cos t a was not hated by 

his former co-r eligionis ts. llis wri t ings , whil e biased in favor of 

Christ ianity, were not unkind to J ewish peoplehood, a s this poem 

illustr3 tes: 

Fired with an E3s t ern flame, 
By the Iber 3nd the Tagu s 

Men o[ honor, men of fame 
Whom they stripped of a ll possessions, 

But unsulli ed l eft thtir name.36 

Da Cos ta spent his later year s directing a seminary fo r th e 

Free Church of Sco tland. Shortly before his dea t h in 1860, da Costa 

edi t ed t he last of sixteen vo lumes of the Poetical Works of Bilder dyk, 

who had adopted da Costa as his in t el l ectua l and spiritual son. 

Moses Margoliouth ( 1820-1881) 

In many w3ys the Re\•erend Dr. ~oses Ma r goliouth wa s the English 

counterpart of I saac da Cos ta . As an Engli sh priest, he pu bli shed 
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many works which enhanced the image of the Jews while decrying their 

traditions. Claiming k;nship with the famous Margoliouth family 

which had produced many outstanding rabbis, Moses prided himself oo 

his special Jewish heritage. 

Margoliouth was born in Suwalki, Poland and was raised in a 

strict orthodox environment . In his autobiography, he angrily recalls 

how his yeshiva training made him "a slave to the laborious study of 

Talmud. 1137 Candidly he r e lated how su perstitious customs and practices 

burdened him with feelings of guilt and anxiety. As a child he was 

severely rebuked by his fathe r for asking questions about Christianity . 

Until the age of sixteen, all that Moses knew of t11e New Testam~nt 

was through his study of the anti-Christian polemic Defense of the 

Faith. 

Upon comp let ion of rabbin ica l study in l~alwaryia, he was given 

a copy of the New Tes tament by apostate Jews. The young Jew saw the 

book as an evil temptation: "I felt assuredly that Satan's device6 

are insunnountable and l felt so uneasy and guilty for that book , 

that I was almost beside myself. 1138 

From that moment on Margoliouth felt hounded by what he had come 

to regard as the truth. in 1837, against the wishes of his parents, 

he left home for England . Once there, he began to study seriously 

the New Testamen t with missionaries. The following year Moses con

verted to Christian ity and was iisowned by his family. His first years 

as a Christian were difficult . lie earned a meager living teaching 

German and Be.brew. At times he relied upon the London Society for 

support. 
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In 1840, Margoliouth entered Trinity College in Dublin thanks 

to the financial support of a wealthy friend. On January 30th, 1844, 

Margoliouth was appointed curate of St. Augustine , Liverpool. In 

1857, he received a Ph.D. from the University of Erlangen. From 1877 

until his death in 1881, Margoliouth served as a vicar in Little 

Linford, Buckinghamshire. 

Of all prominent Hebrew-Christians that we shall mention in 

this chapter, Margoliouth was the most dedicated to the cause of 

He brew-Christianity. He founded the monthly Star of~ in 1847, 

and in the 1870's edited The Hebrew-Christian Witness. Many of his 

books and articl es encouraged the r ev italizat ion of the Hebrew-

Christian collllllunity. He maintained correspondence with other notable 

J ewish converts . Not surprisingl y, most of these writings were 

read by Christians rather than Jews. 

Like da Costa, Margoliouth studied Jewish history out of personal 

ethnic pride. Of ten he delighted in tracing the lineage of what he 

referred to as "supposed true-born Englis hmen": 

l see vestiges of them in every assembly l have an 
opportunity of observing . Othe rs may think what they 
please; but I consider that it is an infinitely higher 
honour--! mean for people who seek honour one from 
another, in consideration of Pedigree-to be able to 
trace one's descent, be it ever so r emote ly to this 
sacred race, than to the e~uivocal races of Saxon, Dane, 
Norman, Batavian, be . , &c. 9 

Margoliouth was equal ly proud of his knowledge of Hebrew and 

believed that a:ly cl ergyman who knew Hebrew was superior to an 

ignor ant bishop. In order t o induce Christians t o study Hebrew, 

he wrote The Poetry of Lhe Hebr ew Pentateuch (1871). In it h'? claimed 
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that the New Testament authors John, Paul, and Matthew were great 

Hebrew poets. Christians wou l d do we ll he argued, to study Hebrew 

if they wished to understand them. 

Margoliouth mercilessly denounced the Jewish religion. His 

most anti-Jewish work, The Principles of Modern Judaism Investigated 

(1843), wa~ a vicious attack on basic Jewish practices and rituals. 

Angrily, he equated tefillio, mezzuzot, a nd tall itot with idolatry 

and superstition and asserted that Jewish devotion to "rabbinism" 

had led Jews away from the truth . Drawing widely from traditional 

sources, he pejoratively compared rabbinism t o "popery," in its use 

of ceremonial obj ects and in its r eliance upon a chain of traoition, 

Concerning the lvY, 1,Y , he writes: 

It consists of a ll the a llegor ies , absurdities, fables 
and indecencies, and wonders found in Talmudic l ore. 
Mr. Finn, in his Sephardim, rightly styles it, "one of 
the most trashy, and cumbrous imposi tions that ever depraved 
a nation's intel l ect, or undermined t heir moral princi-
ples ... a few s pangles of gold, the relics of a pure 
cradition, but t he greater part bejng of base metal and 
encrusted with a poisonous oxide. ••40 

Through his expose f.!argoliouth hoped that Jews wou l d abandon 

these traditions and convert to Christianity. Moses Margoliouth 

is an example of a vitrio l ic Hebrew-Christian sincere l y l oving his 

people, but desp i sing th e ir religion. His at t acks bordered on t he 

medieval. Fortunately for the Jews of England, it was the nineteenth 

century. 

Johann August Wilhelm Neaoder ( 1789-1850) 

A l ess angry, more typical llebrew-Christian scholar was the 

Church historian Ncander, a distant relative of Moses Mendelssohn . 
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David Mendel, t o use his given name, was born in Gottingen, Germany. 

He was the youngest of five children, all of whom lived in poverty, 

and all of whO!ll converted to Christiani ty . Their father, an unstabl e 

merchant, was often unable to provide for them. When David was still 

a baby, his mother divorced his father and took the family to Hamburg. 

lo Hamburg , young Mendel received an education in the state school 

system. He was a bright s tudent and easily made friends with his 

Christian classmates . Under their influence, Mende l slowly began 

to practice Christianity , At the age of seventeen he was baptized. 

At his baptism he took the name Johann August Wilhelm in honor of 

his sponsor and patron Joharn Gurlitt and his two friends Wilhei.m 

Neumann and Karl August Varnhargen Von Ense . To these names, he 

added the surname Neander, meaning a "new man." For his conversion, 

Neander wrot e an essay for his pastor describing his reasons for 

converting . Among other things, he asserted that there were van.ous 

stages of religious human development and that he wished to participat<! 

ln its highes t stage, Christianity: 

My reception into the holy covenant of the higher 
life is to me the greatest thing for which 1 have to 
thank you, and l can only prove my gratitude by 
striving to let the outward sign of bapti sm unto a 
new life become, indeed, the mark of the new life pro
claiming thf" reality of th e new birth . 41 

Soon after his baptism, Neander enrolled ln the University of 

Halle to study divinity under Sch l e iennacher . In 1812, Neander was 

appointed Professc r of Theo logy at He idelberg. The following year 

he accepted a similar position at the newly founded University of 

Berlin wh ere he remained for the rest of his life. 
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Neander bad little in common with other Hebrew-Christians who 

iactively spent time as missionaries. His interei;t in Jews was 

mostly academic. He d id not encourage the conversion of the J ews. 

However , he did show his concern for them when, upon leaving school 

in Hamburg in 180S, he gave a speech in Latin to his classmates 

deploring the difficult position of German J ewry and pleaded for 

equality. In addition, he publica lly denounced the blood libel 

without hesitation. For the most part , though, his conversion to 

Christianity served to diminish rather than expand his interes t in 

Judaism and Jews. His transition from Judaism to Christian ity was 

to be as comp l e t e as the historical evolution of Chr istianity fr('m 

Judaism. The intluence of Hege l is most apparen1t in Neander's view 

of history: 

, .. Three great historica l nations had to contri 
bute, each in its own peculiar way, to prepare the 
soi l for the planting of Christianity--the Jews on 
the side of the religious element; the Greeks on the 
sid~ of science and art; the Romans, as rnas~ers of the 
world, on the side of the political elemen~ ~ .. all 
were separate threads interwoven in a veil.'-

However, Neander approached hi story more frc)m the s t andpoint of 

the individual than from the standpoint of insti itut ion s. He adopted 

the motto Pectus ~. quod theologum facit ("It is the heart that 

makes t1'e theo logian") as his own. For Neander , the individual 

Christi<>n repr.:sented some aspect of Christ's life . Collectively, 

these individuals formed an "inv:sible Church, 114.3 which represented 

Chrht on earth. In his magnum opus The General History of the 

Christian Religion and Church, Neander emphasfaed the i ndividual 

contributions of gr eat Christians. R"mantic t o 1excess, Neander of ten 
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failed to take into ac count the influence of i nst i tutions and move-

ments. Neande r made clear his dislike of Roman Catho l icism when he 

wrote that the ir outward ordinances, ri t ua ls, and priesthood were 

a t hrea t to Christian simplicity and t he "invisible Church." 

In a s implistic manner, Neander divided the history of Christianity 

and t he Chur ch into t hree s tages of development : the bir th of the pure 

s piritual r e ligion , the emergence of the priesthood, and the Pr otes tant 

reaction to the Roman pries thood which reaffirmed Christian liberty. 

Neander was also a strong opponen t of ra tional ism. As a defender 

of Protestant Christianity, he was asked by the govermuent to j udge 

whe ther or not Str auss' Life of Jesus should be banned as a heretical 

work. To h is credit, Neander r efused to pass judgment, claiming : 

"Scholarly works are to be fought with the weapons of science, not 

44 
t he power of the state.'' He then published his own Life of Christ 

wh i ch wa s acc laimed by many as the best possible retort to Strauss' 

theoriPs. 

During his career , Neander wrote othe r biographies: Julian the 

Apostate, St. Bernard and His Age, and Life of Chrysostom. He also 

published numer ous articles and l ectu r es. 45 

As a teacher and as a man, Neander commanded a gr eat dea l of 

r espect and admir ation from his colleagues. He was a l so well- l oved 

by student s whom he often invited to his home. Theo l ogica l discussions 

frequently l ed to confessions c~ fee l ings about Chr istianity and 

Christ . Though he was never ordained, Neander's l ec tures wer e of t en 

delivered sermonic3 l l y. f'lany of his colleagues and students r egarded 

him as eccent ric: 



We had an opportunity o f hearing flr . N1•;111<l c•1 l••t 1111•' 
for an hour to about four hundr<' cl s tud1•11l I'. II•• 
stood without a ny gown, carelessly clr<'slll'tl in 11 l11 111o1 11 
surtaut, l eaning over a rude desk . lli i; 111 r"1· 1il1:1v,v,y 
eyebrows and prominent J e wish nose, g.'.lvt• .1n 1•xp1, .,,,, i1111 
of depth and power to his faith, but hi s "'holl' m:111111•1 
and appearance are most ungain l y.46 

Neander never married. He 1 ived with o ne o I dl' r "i 11 11- r h i" 

entire life. 

There have been mixed reac tions to Neander's scho larsl;ip . II• 

has been ofte n criticized for hi s personal approach l o hi s t o r y .:ind 

for his reluctance to analyze classical sources more cr i ti ca ll y . 

Reviewing Neander's General History~..!:.!!!. Christian Religion and 

Church, the Oxford Dictionaa of the Christian Church states: "It 

was based on a wide study of original sources, somewhat uncritically 

d h d • d . fl ,.4 7 
treate owever, an exercise great in uence. The Schaff-

Herzog Encyclopedia summed up Neander's career in this way : 

Among those who contributed to the r evival of faith and 
theology in the first half of this century he has, bc 
ycnd dispute, one of the most prominent places, p<>rhaps 
the mos t proruinent if practical r esu lt s be considcn•d. 4 " 

Alfred Edersheim (1825-1889) 

The career of Dr. Alfred Edersheim i s a compos i 1 .. ''' "''""'·" 

careers that we have discussed thu s far . As a wi ssion .. 11 )' 1,,, 

attempted to share his conversion with his fc •Jl ow J•'WI". ,\n , , 

scholar and as a minis t er, he introduced Chri s ti :111s I •• .l··w1 b li 

t raditions. Unlike the cynical Margoliouth, 1M .. r:dw i111 11.,.1 " 1 " '' 

appreciation of Jewish traditions. Though h\• fu1111.i tl1o• 11 •• t . ... , ~ ..... . 

objectionable theologically, he was conti11u:dly int· ·•• '<> l•·.t 111 ' ' ' ' 11 

study. He wrote sympathe tically abou t J11d;Jis1n in :. o•v1•11il i. ... .i.,. 
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The Temple, Its Ministry and Services as They Were at the Time of 

~ Christ (1874), Sketches of Jewish Social Life in the Days of 

Christ (1876), and The Life and Times of ~ the Messiah (1884). 

The last of these was considered to be his finest and most wid e ly 

read book. Some of his books are s till being reprinted today . 

Edersheim was devoted to the study of Jewish sources, for he 

believed that thr ough their study one cou ld come to know the histori-

ca l Christ . Edersheim insisted that t he "historical Christ is the 

best evidence of the truth of what Christianity teaches about his 

d . . . ,/.9 irect God-mission , As a staunch fundamentalist, Edersheim reacted 

harshly to scho l ars who studied the Sible critically. Concerning his 

former teacher Strauss and his theories he wrote: 

Strauss' Life of Christ remind~ me of an official guide 
thro\Jgh a gallery. He knows eve r ything , tell!': you 
everything and in wonderful langusge-- but has not judge
ment Ol his own, and is an awful bore .50 

As a child in Vienna, Edersheim received bo th secular and Jewish 

educations. llis father, Marcus I:dersheim, was a banker who had 

achieved s tatus in Viennese society. The Edersheim home was an 

intellectual and artistic center where many distinguished travelers 

would gather . It was in this st imulating environment that young 

Edersheim was exposed to politics, art , and l anguage. The head of 

the French Bar, the Lawyer Cremieux (probably Adolph Cremieux, 1796-

1880) once heard Edersheim deliver an address in French in Vienna. 

Greatly impressed wiLh the young man, the lawyer invited Edersheim to 

accompany him to Paris to study law. Edersheim however had other 

plans. In 1841 he entered the University of Vienna as a philosophy 

:· 
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student . Unfortunately his father went bankrupt that year, forcing 

him to leave the University after his first semester. Alone, 

Edersheim l eft home for Hungary where he sought a new position at 

the University of Pesth. As a language tutor, Alfred was able to 

support himself we ll enough to finance his education . During his 

first years in llungary, he wrote and published a number of romantic 

short stories, one of which drew a warning of censorship for its 

51 
·~aogerous tendency." 

It was during this time that td~rsheim came to embrace Chris-

tianity . Two of his student s were Presbyterian Scottish missionaries. 

A friendship developed which gradually led Edersheim to a study of 

the New Testament. Some years later he recalled how these students 

influenced his life: 

The purity and holiness of li fe of these men attracted 
me: their ea rnes tness and conviction aroused me to 
inquire i nto the views which had made them so quite 
other from those whom I had hithe rto known, and from 
what I know myself to be. Our acquaintance soon ripened 
into friendship ... I had never seen a New Testament 
till I rece ived the first copy from the hands of the 
Presbyterian Minister. I shall never forget the first 
impression of "the Sermon on the Mount," nor yet the 
su rprise, and then deep feeling, by which the reading 
of the New Testament was followed. That whi ch I had so 
hated was not Christianity: that which I had not known, 
and which opened such untold depths, was the t eaching of 
Jesus of Nazareth. I became a Christian, and was bap
tized by the pasto r of the Reformed Church of Pesth .52 

In truth, o ther social and philosophical in fluenc es hsd played 

a part in the conversion of th e young J ew from Vienna. Like Neander, 

Edersheim valued Judaism only so far as it l ed to Christiantiy: 

The Kingdom of God develops, as does humanity, as does 
life, from the smallest germ to find maturity--from the 
antediluvian s tage of an infant, or the Abraham ic stage 



of cbildlife, to the perfectness of Chr ist-likeness 
and r eign with Him. It grows, and it grows par passu 
with the life of humanity.53 
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The head of the Scottish mission to the Jews of Pesth was John 

Duncan LL.D., Professor of Oriental Languages in the New Col lege of 

Edinburgh. Edersheim was introduced to Duncan and impressed him so 

that Duncan invited him to Scotland. Eder sheim accepted, and supported 

by Duncan he studied language, theology, and dogmatics in Edinburgh. 

Aft er a few years there Edersheim moved to Berlin and continued his 

studies under Strauss and Neander. In 1846, Edersheim was ordained 

a Presbyter a year earlier than usua l due to his extraordinary talents. 

Not content to serve as minister, Edersheim longed for the mis-

sionary life. lie trave l ed to Rumania via France, Italy, Greece, and 

Turkey and es tablished a Sco ttish mission to the Jews in Jassy, Romania . 

His stay, houever, was brief. I n 1847 he married Nary Broonfield, 

ano ther missionary, and returned with her to Scot land. In 1861 he 

was married to the daugh t er of Admiral John llancock . 

After his return to Sco tland , Edersheim s erved the Free ~hurch 

of Scotland as a ministe r in several communities. His career as a 

minis t er las ted over 25 years during which time he earned a fine 

reputation through preaching and scholarship. In 1882 Ed ersheim 

joined the Church of England and served briefly as Vicar in Dorset. 

Shortly before his death he explained his decision t o join the 

Angl ican Church in this way: 

1 have passed from the Scotch to the English Chur ch, and 
have not for one moment r egretted the change .... I am 
convinced of the h istorical Church: I believe in a national 
Church . l prefer a liturgical Church~and on these grounds, 
I have joined the Church of England.54 
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Edersheim spent his l ast year s lec turing a t the Univer si t y of 

OXfor d . Like his t eacher and fe llow Hebrew-Christian Neander, be 

wrote voluminously. His varied inter ests i nc l uded Bible , histor y, 

SS philosophy, and t heo l ogy. He even took some time t o write a 

number of childr en's books . One such book, Miriam Rosenbaum, 

romanticall y described the convers ion of a n Eas t e rn European Jewish 

family t o Chr istianity. Edersheim's portrayal of these J ews was 

essent ially positive. He wrote sensitively and sympathetica l ly of 

their traditions. It is doubtful t ha t these books influenced many 

Jews. All of his writings however , wer e greatly valued by Chr istians. 

A part of his book The Life i nd Times of J esus Chr ist the Messiai' 

was included in one of the many volumes of The Library o( ~World's 

Best Literatu r e (New York: J. A. Hi ll & Co., 1902). The in troduction 

to the entry sums up well the contributions of Edersheim t he J ew, 

Edersheim the Christian , and Edersheim the man: 

Among wr iters in Biblical topics, Dr . Alfred Edersheim 
occupies a unique place. Bred in the Jewish faith, he 
brought to hi s writ ings the tradi t ions of his ancestry 
and unconscious re ligious influences o( his youth enter ed 
the work of his manhood.56 

Christian David Ginsburg ( 183 1-1914) 

We conc lude this chapter with a brief sketch o f the life and 

career of Christian David Gi nsbu rg , the great biblical scholar in 

t he field of Hasorah. Of all convert s cited thus far, Ginsburg 

earnPd the most "lasting fame":
57 

this for his work The Masor ah. 

In it he collected the original text of t he Masor ah from print ed 

manuscr ipts and rabbinic Bibles , arranged them in alphabetica l 
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order , made notations, and translated in to English many of the masoret ~c 

notes. Thi s monumental work pr i nted in four volumes took 25 years to 

vrite (1880-1905). In 1897, Ginsburg wrote his Introdu ction~~ 

Massoretico-Critical Edition of the l:leberew Bible. In tbis work the 

sour ces and r easons for his choices of t exts are given. Quoting f r ee l y 

f r om traditional sources Ginsburg used the commentar ies of both 

Christ ian and Jewish writer s. Ginsbur g is also appreciated for h i s 

two editions of the Hebr ew Bible, printed in 1894 and 191 1 . 

Few detai l s of Ginsbu1·g ' s early li fe and conver s i on are known 

to us . He was born in Warsaw, Poland and at an early age came und er 

the influence of missionarie ~. At t he age of fif teen he convert rd to 

Chri stiani t y and moved to England. From 1846 to 1883, Ginsburg 

devoted himself a lmost ent ire l y to missionary work t o Jews. Little is 

known about his success as a miss ionary. After he gave up missionary 

work to devote himself to scholarship he never went back to being 

a missionary. 

Most of his work was in Jewish research. Asid~ from his s t udy 

of the Bib le, he pub lished a number of essays on "The Karaites" (186 2} 

and on "The Essenes" ( 1864), as well as a descriptive account of "The 

Kabbalah, its doctr ines 'ind deve l opment and l iteratur e" (1863). 

Ginsburg approached these boo~s f rom a scholarly point of view. 

Rarely did his fee l ings about Chr i s tianity interfere with his 

objectivity. 

In 1883, Wi lliam Shapira (1830-1884), a Jewish-born Christian, 

brough t to Europe some fragments which he c l aimed to be early por tions 

of the Book o f Deuteuronomy. The British Mu seum appo inted Ginsburg 



78 

to r eport on the authenticity of the fragments. He determined them 

to be forgeries. His opinion was supported by ot her scholars . 

Ginsburg was a sincer e Christian. He was a friend of Eder she im 

and maintained professional contacts with other Hebrew-Christians, 

for instance Reverend Geor ge Margoliouth, Professor of Orien t al Printed 

Books and Manuscripts Department of the British Museum (and a nephew 

of Moses Margoliouth). With his friend Edersheim, Ginsburg \ofl"ote a 

small book L' Israelite De La Naii>sance A La Mort (1896). Wri t t en ----
primarily to a Christian audience, t he book descr ibes the tradit i ons 

of J ews in a positive light with r efer ences to Jesus in the New 

Testament. In 1886, Ginsbur g trans lated the New Tc5tament i nto 

Hebrew. 

In addition to all t hese works, Ginsburg \ofl"o te a number of 

coD'.lllentaries on the Bible which are sti ll i n use today: Song of 

Songs ( 1857), Ecclesiastes (1861), and Leviticus (1882). Before 

his deatl1 in 1914, Ginsburg edited The Pentateuch (1908), Isaiah 

(1909), The Prophet s (1911) and The Psalms (1911). Few Hebr ew-

Christian scholars have earned the lasting respect that Ginsburg has 

earned. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSI ONS 

Our brief outline s of the lives and careers of nine eminent 

Hebrew-Christians show that the nine teenth century Jewish convert 

to Christianity was able to find success in various careers in 

different countries. Our findings suggest that they had much in 

common with respect to their conversions, their beliefs and t he ir 

personalities. In reviewing t heir s i mi larities, we can draw a 

pictur e of the life of t he typical eminent Hebrew-Christian person

ality of the nineteen t h century . 

Regarding his conve rsion, we lParned that the typical Hebr ew

Christian began t o seriously study Chri s tianity as a young adult 

enter ing college . Often this took place after he had l eft home 

and his immediate family. In his new environment the llebrew

Christian became fr i ends wi th learned Chris tian scholars and 

missionaries, frequently serv ing as their tutors i n Hebrew. 

Gradually, the r e lationship between the young immigrant and his 

Christian friends led to discuss ions about Chr istianity . Many mis

s i onaries and scholars who befr iended the young Jewish scholar wer e 

older, more exper ienced men. Oft en a fath _r -son rela t ionship 

developed between them. lt was not uncommon for the missionary or 

schola r to facilitate the convert' s e ntrance i nto another institution 
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of learning or even to support him financially after his conversion . 

The relationships that the convert formed often provided him with a 

second family or i n some instances a f amily that he never had. 

The decision of the Hebrew-Christian to convert was often slow 

and painful. We rarely read of sudden religious transformations or 

of dramatic religious exper iences like the one described by 

Schereschewsky's daughter (see p. 46 above). More often than not, 

the Hebrew-Christian's religious aw3kening stimulated his personal 

interests and played a part in his growth . This does not mean that 

he was irreligious. Even before reaching positions of prominence 

in the Church, he demonstrated strong religious feelings for 

Christianity and Chris t. Additionally, he r egarded his Jewish back

ground as a divine preparation for his service in a Christian car eer . 

Though the Hebrew-Christian's conversion to Christianity became 

fully confirmed when his academic career took on a specific direction, 

there is not reason to suspect that he embraced Christianity for 

reasons of ambition. We should not regard his baptism in the same 

way as we viewed the baptisms of Heinrich lleine and Eduard Gans 

(seep. 26 above). While we may a ssume that academic opportunit ies 

encouraged his decision to convert, it would be incorrect to assume 

that his subsequent dedication to the Church was insincere. 

Frequently the eminent Hebrew-Christian claimed that he had 

never seen, let alon~ read, a New T~stament before missionaries 

contacted him. While this is likely, he neverthe l ess was acquainted 

with general Christian teachings, customs, and ~ractices before he 

left home. His attraction to Christianity probably began long before 



he became friends with missionaries and scholars. The romantic, 

and philosophical currents of his time had made their impact upon 

him. Host of these converts lived and were converted during the 
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early half of the nineteenth century, when romanticism and llegelianism 

were exercising their strongest influences. That he was part of a 

larger social and religious phenomenon is evidenced by the fact that 

many of hi s r e latives also converted during this period . 

As we noted in our introductory remarks, the Jewish tradition 

looked negatively upon Jewish converts eyeing their motivations with 

suspicion and distrust. Later on we noted that the actions of many 

medieval Jewish converts t o Christianity were anti-Semitic. Often 

these were t he actions of vengeful people with seemingly unbalanced 

minds. Can we suppose that the nineteenth century eminent Hebrew

Christian had personal pyschological difficulties as well? We 

think not. Such a supposition does not find support in the stories 

of these meu. For the Hebrew-Christian, Christianity was not a means 

of revenge against Jews. It provided the Hebrew-Christian with a 

meaningful tradition when Judaism had failed to respond to his inner

most needs. The eminent Hebrew-Christian was somewhat rootless, 

but was nevertheless well-adjusted personally. To be sur e his zea l 

some t imes led to unusual behavio r as illustrated by the eccentric 

career of Joseph Wolff. By and large though, the eminent Hebrew

Christian married (mostly non-Jews), raised children who were sound 

citizenF, and lived a full and satisfying life. 

The eminent Hebrew-Christian made a conscious effort to integrate 

into Christian society. He succeeded with little difficulty. Of t en 
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he would assume a Chris t ian name in order to ident ify as a Christian 

and to signify his new religious awakening. His co111Ditment t o the 

Church and to the state which supported his new identity "las strong . 

Consequently his writings contain conservative and romantic themes. 

Often he strong l y supported the Protestant Church which provided 

him with a career. Some t imes Jews were converted to Ca tho l icism and 

became prominent in the Roman Catho l ic Church. 1 It was the Protestant 

Church however, which offered the convert the best opportunity for 

success . The Hebrew- Christian responded to the Church's openness 

by supporting Protestant causes without hesitation and by alligning 

himself with the most conserva~ive evangelical wing of the Church. 

So strong was his commitment to the beliefs and practices of 

Protestantism that the convert often exhibited the most extreme 

Protes tant prejudices against Catholicism. As writings previously 

cited sugges t, the Hebrew-Christian found an audience for his views 

among Protestants, especially English Protestants who traditionally 

found t he Roman Catholic Church objectionable. In his literary 

attacks on Rome, he derogated Roman Ca tholic practices by comparing 

them to rabbinic practices. 

In his theology ;ind politics, the llebrew-Christian could not 

easily be distinguished from his Christian colleagues. Though we 

read of an occasional anti-Semitic slur against a Hebrew-Christian, 

there is no reason to believe that it was overly harmful to his career. 

To the contrary, hii; e thnic background was usually regarded as an 

asset. Generally the Hebrew-Christian was not only accepted but 

also was respected for being a Jew. The Hebrew-Christian took advantage 



of the enhanced image of Jews in the nine t eenth century by empha

sizing hi s noble heritage and background, at times to chauvinistic 

extremes. 

The eminent Hebrew-Christian never fully assimilated into 

Chr istian society . Emotionally he was commit t ed to the Jewish 

people and its spir itual and physical well-being. We have seen the 

missionary effort s of Edersheim, Al exander, and Wolff who were 

reluctant to sever their ties to th e .Jews socially and hence parti

cipa t ed in Hebr ew- Christian organi zations. In times of persecution 

against Jews , the Hebrew-Christian spoke out aga ins t ant i-Semitism. 

lie s tands in contrast to the medieval converts Nicolas Dooio an-:! 

So l omon Ha-Levi. The orientalist and Hebrew-Christian Daniel 

Chowlson ( 1819-191 1) , whom we have not yet mentioned, was perhaps 

the most outstanding llebr ew-Chri stian defender of J ewi sh rights. 

Educated i n Germany, Chwoison emigrated to Russia where he became 

profess:>r at the University of St. Petersburg. During his l ong career, 

he spoke ou t against the blood libel and t he suppression of the 

Talmud in Russia. 2 His actions, along with the actions of other 

Hebrew-Chri s tians demonstrate rather c l early th e ir commi tment t o 

the welfar e of the J ewish people . 

The eminent Hebrew-Christian wrote on Jewish and Christian 

topics. He achieved scholarly success i n both endeavors, as the 

career s of Eder sheim and Neande. would indica t e. However, it must 

be not ed that t he Hebr ew-Christian who associa t ed with Chr istian i ty 

in its Hebrew-Christian form was less successful than the Hebr ew

Christian who moved in Gentile-Christian cir c l es. Edersheim and 
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Ginsburg became famous because they vere scholars and not because 

they we re missionaries. Other scholars such as Margoliouth and 

Wolff, who concentrated greatly upon Hebrew-Christian matters, 

were respected and recognized, but not t o the same degree as Edersheim 

and Ginsburg. In short, schola rs were more highly regarded than 

c l ergymen, and clergymen were more highly reg,arded than missionaries. 

But all were respected and appreciated . 

The nineteenth century Jewish convert to Christianity who achieved 

a position of eminence through Church service has a unique place in 

Jewish history. Unlike his medi~val forerunners, he SPldom if ever 

participated in anti-Semitic activities. His act ions wer e, at the 

very worst, limited to either theologic~l attacks against the Jewish 

religion or active proselytization of his former co-religionists. 

Only on rar e occasions did these actions harm the J ews. On the other 

hand, his positive sense of Jewish peoplehood helped enhance t he 

image of th e J ew in society. At times he even brought Jewish 

learning and knowledge to Christians. 

The nineteenth century Christi.in society in Europe and America 

support ed a favorable climate in which Jews could accept Christianity 

and still identify thec~elves as Jews. Though this identity was 

difficult, he nevertheless experienced himself as a Christian and 

as a Hebrew. For a time he enjoyed che best of both worlds. The 

Hebrew-Christian could not however, pass on this dual identity to 

his children , who grew up as Christ i ans. 
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NOTES 

1 The most prominent Catho l ic Hebrew-Christians of the nine-
t eenth century include: Johann F.manuel Veit ( 1789-1876) the 
Cathedral preacher of St. Stephen ' s Vienna , Alphonsi Marie Ratisbonne 
(1812-1884) and Mari e Thedor Ratisbonne (1802-1884). The Ra t isbonne 
brothers wer e priests in France who published a number of Chr ist ian 
histories and evangelical pamphlets . See: A. Bernstein, Some 
Jewish Witnesses for Christ (London: Printed at t he Opera t ive 
Jewish Converts' Institution, 1909), pp . 60-61, 66-67. 

2In 1857, after the blood :ibel in Saratov, Chwol son wrot e his 
book On Severa l Medieval Accusations a ainst the Jews (1861). 
Subsequent ly, he wro t e The Semitic Nations 1874) and Christianskoe 
Chtenie (1875) whicll r esponded t o anti -Semitic accusations against 
J ews . 
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EPILOCtlE 

This study began with an histor i cal survey of eminent Jewish 

converts t o Christianity. Our discussion included an ana lysis of 

the lives and careers of talented Jews in t he nineteent h century 

who, as converts to Christiani t y , became prominent in the Chur ch 

and yet retained a sense of allegiance to the Jewish people. Si nce 

that t ime Jews have continued to convert to Christianity. The actions 

of some of them have aroused c0ntroversy in the Jewihh world, for 

instance, the case of Brother Daniel which came before the Israel 

Supreme Court. 

Oswa l d R~fe i son (Brother Daniel's original name befor e conversion) 

was a member of the Polish underground and helped rescue many Jews 

from death. After the second world war, he became a Catholic monk 

and applied for Isr ae l i citizenship under the Law of Return. The 

Supreme Court ruled that Brother Daniel was ineligible for citizenship . 

In handing down its decision, the court attempted to define who is 

and who is not a Jew. The court decided that the Law of Return is 

not based on l!a l acha (Jewish law}, but on Jewish national historical 

consciousness. Thus, a Jew need not adhere to the precepts and 

practices of Judaism in order to be considered Jewish. Aowever, 

apostasy t o Christianity or to another religion r emoved a person from 

the Jewish nation. In short, the court made it impossible for Brother 

Daniel to be both a J ew and a Christian in t he state of Israel. 
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In America today, however, no such legal decision has been 

formulated. Some Jews in America have converted to Christianity and 

at the same time have declared themselves to be J ews. The American 

Jewish community has been threatened by a growing movement of 

Hebr ew-Chr istians. They have formed organizations like " Jews for 

Jesus" and the "Messianic Jewish Alliance," which like nineteenth 

century llebrew-Christian organizations have established schools 

and places of worship for their memberships. In addition, they 

often carry out missionary work among Jews. 

On the sur face there are a number of striking similarities 

between these Hebrew-Christians and the Hebrew-Christians of the 

nineteenth century. Both have a positive sense of Jewish peoplehood 

and a distinct distrust of traditional Judaism. They seem to use 

ritual and cere~onial objects for ethnic identification only; their 

religious fulfillment is through Christ. In add i tion, Christian 

organizations support t hese groups as they have other Hebrew

Christian groups in the pas t . Just as the London Society promoted 

J ewish conversion in the nineteenth century so the American Boards 

of Missions to Jews do so today. 

Can we, however, carry thi s comparison between the two eras 

much further? I think not . We discover ed that the nineteenth 

century Hebrew-Christian was often raised in a traditional setting 

and had a fai r, if not good knowledge of Judaism. Of ten the modern 

Jew for Jesus is either a Jew by birth only or a Jew with a most 

conf used Jewish background. Furthermore, we discovered that in the 

nineteenth century, philosophica~political, and religious assaults 
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upon Judaism sometimes led to an almost epidemic number of conversions 

to Christianity. Can we, in this secu lar age, discern similar forces 

acting against Judaism and on behalf of Christianity. Our investi

gation of the earlier phenomenon indicates that t hese assaults were 

successful because some Jews could not defend Judaism as they under

stood it. The phenomenon of Jewish conversion to Christianity in 

the m.odern era is a consequence of Jewish influences as much as 

Christian influences. What forces are operating today which make 

conversion to Christianity an attractive option to Jews? In which 

ways and to what extent, if at all, are we addressing these influences? 

In trying to understand the modern Hebrew-Christian, we should 

be guided by the l essons of the nineteenth century which teach us 

that these people can be sincere and authentic in their religious 

beliefs. The e>:t ent to whicl1 we allow ourselves to respect their 

beliefs is the exten t to which we will be able to understand wl1y they 

were attracted t o Christianity and why modern Judaism has left them 

unfulfill ed. It is to this painful task that we must now address 

ourselves. 
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