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A JEWISH BELIEVER - MY PERSONAL STORY

1. EARLY YEARS

I was raised in a small Jewish community, one of three children, all very different from each other. My father and
mother were members of the local synagogue and sang in the local choral society.

My father was synagogue secretary for many years, later to become president. He always took us to the synagogue for
the Saturday services, and it was there that many of my early impressions of Jewish life were moulded. The synagogue
building itself was an imposing Victorian structure. But already, as a small child, I sensed the atmosphere of bygone
times, as the main hall for prayers looked relatively empty, even on Festivals, whilst many of the congregants were now
getting on in years.

The Shabbat [Sabbath] morning service began with the opening of the Ark for removal and reading of the Sefer Torah
(scroll of the Five books of Moses). Only much later did I realise that the most important part of the service (blessings
and recitations, including the Shema and Amidah) were always omitted! Relatively short though the service was, I felt
at sea not being able to follow the Hebrew well, but I did enjoy some of the sections of the service that were sung
towards the end of the service (e.g. ‘There is none like our God…’), when I was able to follow my father with his
tuneful voice.

Equally important for me was time spent with our lay reader, either on my own or in small groups. Our Sunday school
took place around his living room table, where he patiently helped us to read and understand the rudiments of Hebrew
from an old primer (Reshit Daat). He also talked about Jewish festivals, history, and customs. I remember being
arrested by the sight of a Jewish calendar on the wall, with the picture of an Israeli immigrant looking across the water.
This aroused my interest in the history of the Jewish people and their return to the Holy Land. I also remember him
showing me and explaining the contents of a pair of tefillin. All of this imbued me with a sense of Jewish identity,
especially because the Jewish festivals were marked in our home, albeit, not in a strictly observant way.

2. SCHOOL AND CONTACT WITH BELIEVERS

At the same time, I was living in a very assimilated community, in which I was very much exposed to Christian values
and lifestyle. My parents sent my brothers and me to a church primary school. This entailed participation in school
assemblies, in which hymns were sung and prayers recited. I enjoyed some of these hymns, like, for instance, ‘O God,
our help in ages past, our hope for years to come; our shelter from the stormy blast and our eternal home’. It was only
much later that I realised that this was a paraphrase of Psalm 90. There were other hymns and prayers, of course, which
referred to Jesus. These embarrassed me, being already conscious that whatever being Jewish meant, it did not, so I
believed, mean accepting Jesus.

Our parents then sent us to a non-denominational secondary school. Here I made quite a few friends, some of whom
liked to talk about Jewish-Christian affairs with me. One of them wrote down for me why he believed we all needed
Jesus for a full relationship with God, referring to our human need for Jesus as a perfect substitutionary sacrifice in
order to be reconciled to God. Another schoolmate, a minister’s son, also encouraged me to attend meetings at the
school’s Christian Union.

All of this encouraged me to find out more about God and the traditions of my fathers. I read widely into the religion
and culture of the Bible and the ancient Near East, and questioned visitors who came to our home from time to time.
As to the traditional Jewish approach, an emissary from the Jewish youth group ‘Habonim’ explained to me that he
considered us all to be ‘sons’ of God, with no need of an intercessor in order to know God. So there was no need, he
said, for a ‘Son of God’ to help us.

3. MUSIC AND NATURE

Another factor that had a great bearing on me was my abiding interest in music and nature. I have found much joy in
playing in orchestras and smaller instrumental groups, as well as singing in choirs. One work that particularly gripped
me was Handel’s Messiah, which I became intimately acquainted with through playing the orchestral part and
participating in the choral part on many occasions. The music and words became very much part of my fabric in a way
that transcended any feelings of diffidence about the significance of the Biblical texts used by the composer. A pastor’s
wife once challenged me as to how I, a Jew, could put so much conviction into singing the words, to which my response
was that music somehow transcended inherited inhibitions. At the same time, walking in the countryside and hills away
from people, and contemplating the sea, often led me to ponder the incredible splendour and greatness of the Creator,
and these were times when I felt most at peace with myself.
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4. PURSUING MY JEWISH HERITAGE

In university I gravitated towards the study of language, literature and history. History because of the insights one
could glean from people and events. Languages and literature because of the opportunity of coming to grips with
specific texts. During my time at university, a Jewish medical student spearheaded the formation of a Jewish study
circle, arranging gatherings on Jewish topics, not least to study the Scriptural portion of the week (the Sidra). For this
he used a series of pamphlets on the weekly Sidra by the Israeli Bible expositor Nehama Leibowitz.

After completing a course at the local university, although I was now in full-time employment, I decided to make a
more serious effort to find out more about my Jewish heritage. I commenced learning Biblical Hebrew by going
systematically through Jacob Weingreen’s Hebrew grammar, along with help from lecturers at a local church seminary.
After many months of preparation I travelled to Israel, where I spent five months attending a course in modern spoken
Hebrew. Whilst on the course, I was advised that I would probably find what I was looking for if I became a more
observant Jew, though I did not believe it at the time. After completion of the course, however, I embarked on another
Jewish studies course in England, and felt that I did indeed want to become more observant.

Nevertheless, as my knowledge and experience increased, and with the feeling that an unseen Hand was guiding me, I
continued to have doubts about my Jewish traditions (particularly the rabbinical side of them). But I forged ahead in the
conviction that (as stated in Rabbinic tradition) if one does something for the wrong reason, one will hopefully come to
do it for the right reason, if suitably guided. So I became an orthodox practising Jew, and continued to read and attend
study sessions on a regular basis in biblical and rabbinic topics. Naturally, I brought my children up within an
Orthodox Jewish community.

There were times when I had my doubts about my Jewish traditions, but I was deeply impressed by the remarkable
survival of the Jewish people, and the saintliness, devotion and insight of the Rabbis, whom, it seemed to me, had been
the backbone of this survival.

5. DEFENDING MY JEWISH FAITH

During the 1970’s and 80’s I became aware that one of my brothers had come to believe in Jesus as Israel’s Messiah,
although I was determined that this would NOT be a reason for breaking off contact with him and his family. In my
desire, however, to bolster up my traditional Jewish understanding, I avidly consulted anti-missionary books and had
discussions with rabbis about the matter. I should add that at no time did my brother or his wife press their beliefs on
me, although they did express the wish that I should keep an open mind and continue to consult the Scriptures.

In due course I came into contact with a very learnèd Christian Bible scholar and teacher. I triumphantly (so I thought)
presented to him my view of Isaiah 7:14 – ‘Therefore the Lord Himself will give you a sign: Behold. the virgin shall
conceive and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel.’ I argued that it could only have relevance to the time of
Ahaz, and not to some future time. He listened to me patiently, and whilst accepting that the passage had a relevance to
the time of Ahaz, he invited me to look at the text again. He highlighted to me that, because Ahaz had refused to rely
on God, God had in this prophecy distanced himself from Ahaz and Ahaz’ mistaken reliance on being of ‘the House of
David’ (v.13). But if God was distancing Himself from Ahaz, at the same time He was delivering a positive message to
the family of David. Only later did I appreciate that prophecies could be understood on different levels and as relating
to different periods.

6. ENCOUNTERING THE TRUE MESSIAH

My new-found friend said he would be happy to keep in contact with me, but emphasized that I would have take the
first step, because he had no wish to impose himself on me in any way. After making the initial contact with him, there
followed some years of continuing contact through correspondence. At the outset, he urged me to make sure that I read
the whole Bible. After two years, I was convinced there were at least as many arguments in favour of a belief in the
New Testament as there were against it. I started to pray in the name of Yeshua-Jesus, and continued to do so. It was
during this period, that I came to realize that I was, in fact, coming to trust in Him, Yeshua-Jesus, just as my brother had
come to trust and know Him some years earlier.

When I was studying Isaiah 1-11 with a rabbi, I looked carefully at some of the Messianic prophecies in these chapters.
At one point we were looking at Isaiah 9:1-6, especially the reference to the ‘son born to us’ (verse 5), and its
relationship to the divine epithets in the verse. Many Jewish commentators had understood the passage to mean that the
‘Wonderful Counsellor, Almighty God, Everlasting Father has called his name (i.e. the son’s) Prince of Peace’, despite
the fact that this was not the natural way of translating and explaining this verse. As I realised, in Hebrew the natural
reading is ‘One (i.e. the Father) has called His name Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of
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Peace’. Amazing as it seemed, the natural reading of the verse indicated the concept of a human child coming into the
world who would also be divine (certainly NOT King Hezekiah). The Rabbi was not comfortable with this idea, and
we did not discuss the matter further.

My discussions on Isaiah 9:1-6 with the rabbi subsequently led me to ponder a number of other biblical passages at that
time. These passages enabled me to see more clearly that Israel’s Messianic King is the very special Servant from the
line of David. What struck me most in these verses was the way in which I realized that they clearly portrayed a
connection between a person called ‘Son’ who is at the same time an eternal, universal, wise, just and righteous Ruler,
and also a ‘Righteous Servant’ who justifies many and bears their sins.

I am a Jewish believer in Jesus. Over the years, despite periods of anxiety, I have sensed more and more the feeling of
support from the Lord, as I continue in Bible study, contact with other believers, and private and communal prayer.

7. QUOTATIONS FROM THE HEBREW BIBLE

May I ask you to consider the following quotations from the Hebrew Bible (NIV), with a few modifications to render
the Hebrew text more vividly in English.

Isaiah 40: 12
Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, or with the breath of his hand marked off the heavens?
Who has held the dust of the earth in a basket, or weighed the mountains on the scales and the hills in a balance?

Job 38: 4-5
Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? Tell me, if you understand. Who marked off its dimensions?
Surely you know!

Proverbs 30: 4
Who has gone up to heaven and come down? Who has gathered up the wind in the hollow of his hands?
Who has wrapped up the waters in his cloak? Who has established all the ends of the earth? What is his name, and the
name of his son? Tell me if you know!

Daniel 7: 13-14
In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man coming with the clouds of heaven.
He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign
power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshipped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion,
that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.

Isaiah 9: 6-7
For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And one will call his name
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government and
peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with
justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this.

Isaiah 11: 1-5
A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a branch will bear fruit.
The spirit of the Lord will rest on him – the spirit of wisdom and of understanding,
The spirit of counsel and of power, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord – and he will delight in the
fear of the Lord.
He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears;
But with righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth.
He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked.
Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash round his waist.

Jeremiah 23: 5-6
The days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will raise up to David a righteous branch, a king who will reign
wisely, and do what is just and right in the land. In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety.
This is the name by which he will be called: The Lord Our Righteousness.

Isaiah 42: 1-4
Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my spirit on him and he will bring
justice to the nations. He will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes justice on earth. In his Torah the islands
will put their hope.
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Isaiah 49: 5-6
And now the Lord says – he who formed me in the womb to be his servant to bring Jacob back to him and gather Israel
to himself, for I am honoured in the eyes of the Lord and my God has been my strength – He says: It is too small a
thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also make
you a light for the gentiles, to be my salvation to the ends of the earth.

Isaiah 6: 1
In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled
the temple.

Isaiah 52: 13-15, 53: 1-12
See, my servant will act wisely; he will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted.
Just as there were many who were appalled at him –
His appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man and his form marred beyond human likeness –
so will he startle many nations, and kings will shut their mouths because of him.
For what they were not told, they will see, and what they have not heard, they will understand.

Who has believed what we have heard, and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?
He grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry ground.
He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.
He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering.
Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God,
smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities;
the punishment [designed] for our peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.
We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of
us all.

He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter,
and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth.
From oppression and judgment he was taken away, and as for his generation, who has considered [it]?
For he was cut off from the land of the living; through the transgression of my people, the blow [was] his.
He was assigned a grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death,
Though he had done no violence, nor was any deceit in his mouth.

Yet it was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer, [and] though the Lord makes his life a guilt offering,
he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the Lord will prosper in his hand.
Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied;
by his knowledge [or: by knowledge of him] the righteous one, my servant, will justify many, and he will bear
their iniquities.
Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the strong,
because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors.
For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.
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