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T o walk into Zion Congregation, one 
would not necessarily guess there 
is anything controversial about the 

place of worship. An Israeli flag greets 
visitors in the foyer, and like any syna-
gogue, worshippers face an ark.

Unlike most synagogues, however, 
those who worship at Zion Congregation 
believe that Jesus, or Yeshua, is the Mes-
siah.

David Hall, who refers to himself as 
rabbi and founded Zion Congregation in 
1989, said that the religion practiced by 
those at his congregation is Bible-styled 
Judaism, rather than the rabbinic Judaism 
practiced by mainstream Jews. He said 
his group is alienated from the Christian 
community because of their adaptation of 
Pagan customs and has been rejected by 
the rabbinic Jewish community because of 
Zion Congregation’s belief in Jesus as the 
Messiah.

Rabbi Alan Freedman of Temple Beth 
Shalom said, “There is a wide range of 
theologies present in the Jewish world 
but the one theology that is beyond all 
question is the belief in one God. When 
you accept Jesus as God’s son or as the 
Messiah, then you are outside the realm of 
Jewish theology. What they are practicing 
now is Christianity.”

Hall said Messianic Judaism provides 
his congregants a place as Jews to practice 
Jewish faith and their belief in Yeshua 
as the Messiah. Those who belong to 
Zion Congregation observe Shabbat and 
biblically mandated holidays, including 
Pesach, Shavuot, Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur. They also recognize all other 
Jewish holidays, such as Purim and Yom 
Hashoah, although those are less strictly 
observed. Hall said he avoids prohibited 
food and observes the commandments of 
the Bible.

“We practice Judaism as much as any-

one,” he said, noting that when a Conser-
vative Jewish couple recently visited Zion 
Congregation, “they were shocked to see 
how Jewish we are.”

Hall said his teachings are based on the 
Tanach, or the complete Hebrew Bible, 
and he views the New Testament as an 
important commentary on how to live a 
Jewish life with the messiah and a histori-
cal record of a man who fulfilled many of 
the promises of the Messiah in the Torah. 
No crosses or other obviously Christian 
symbols are displayed at Zion Congrega-
tion.

“We see no connection to the true Mes-
siah in these things 
since they are of pagan 
origin,” Hall said, ex-
plaining that the Bible 
says Yeshua was ex-
ecuted on an execution 
pole.

The heart of Zion 
Congregation is its 
connection to and iden-
tification with Israel, 
Hall said. Zion Con-
gregation offers classes 
in Hebrew language 
and Israeli music and 
dancing. The organiza-
tion is affiliated with 
the International Al-
liance of Messianic Congregations and 
Synagogues, a subsidiary of the Messianic 
Jewish Alliance of America, which — ac-
cording to Joel Chernoff, general secretary 
of the parent organization — has provided 
$70 million in humanitarian aid to Israel 
through the Joseph Project.

On average, Hall said, 60 percent of 
Zion Congregation’s 70 to 80 members 
have a gentile background and 40 percent 
come from a Jewish background. Raised 
by a Southern Baptist minister and also 
having some Jewish blood, Hall said he 
converted to Judaism at Congregation 

Agudas Achim in 1972. He attends a 
seminary through the Messianic Jewish 
Alliance of America.

Rabbi David Komerofsky, executive 
director of Texas Hillel at the University 
of Texas at Austin, said he sees Messianic 
Judaism as an attempt to disguise Christi-
anity in Jewish symbols.

“While Judaism and Christianity share 
common roots, and Christianity grew out 
of Judaism in the first century CE, the reli-
gions diverged greatly after Christianity’s 
mission shifted from Jews to gentiles,” 
Komerofsky said. “Judaism at the time of 
Jesus was temple-based and worship in-

volved sacrifices. After 
70 CE and the destruc-
tion of the Temple, 
Judaism transformed 
itself into synagogue-
based worship and 
study with an emphasis 
on rabbinic authority 
instead of priestly pu-
rity.”

Komerofsky said he 
believes evangelical 
Christianity and Mes-
sianic Judaism are quite 
different from each 
other.

“Both have at their 
heart a mission to 

spread Christianity, but Messianic Juda-
ism does so in a way that undermines the 
integrity of both Judaism and Christian-
ity,” he said.

While Hall said Zion Congregation does 
not advertise, proselytize or seek to at-
tract Jews who are happily involved with 
a synagogue, Chernoff said that, like other 
churches and synagogues, other Messianic 
Jewish Alliance of America-affiliated con-
gregations advertise, spread their message 
through one-on-one relationships and in-
teractions, have radio shows and use other 
media to attract new members.

Since 1967, more than 600 Messianic 
synagogues have been founded world-
wide, Chernoff said. Out of more than 300 
congregations in the United States, 5-10 
percent are doing well, with sound bud-
gets and 200 to 500 members each.

“Since 1967, Messianic Judaism is the 
fastest-growing stream of Jewish religious 
life worldwide,” he said. “It’s not a tiny 
phenomena anymore.”

While Messianic Jews in other cites 
are more prevalent and vocal, Rabbi 
Komerofsky said he is unaware of Messi-
anic activity on the UT campus, and Rabbi 
Freedman said he has not encountered 
Messianic Jews in Austin. Aside from 
Zion Congregation, Messianic groups 
contacted by The Jewish Outlook are no 
longer in operation, declined interviews or 
failed to respond to inquiries.

Freedman suggested that the lack of 
Messianic activity in Austin might be 
because the Jewish community here is 
firm in its commitment to authentic Juda-
ism and the city is not seen as one that is 
promising for the growth of Messianic 
Judaism out of its Jewish community.

While he does not believe the move-
ment has had any measurable effect in 
Austin or on a national level, Freedman 
said it is important to make a clear delin-
eation between the Jewish community and 
the Messianic Jewish community, since 
Messianic Jews do not share the same 
viewpoint of how Judaism works.

“They are not acceptable spokespeople 
on behalf of the Jewish community,” 
Freedman said. ““The representation here 
blurs the theological line between Chris-
tianity and Judaism in an unacceptable 
way.” 

———
Tonyia Cone, an Austin-based free-
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to The Jewish Outlook. Contact her at 
tonyia76@gmail.com or visit the Web site 
www.tonyiacone.com.
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David Hall stands near the ark (photo at left) and an Israeli flag displayed 
in Austin at Zion Congregation, affiliated with the International Alliance of 
Messianic Congregations and Synagogues.

 “There is a wide range of 
theologies present in the 
Jewish world but the one 
theology that is beyond 
all question is the belief in 
one God. When you accept 
Jesus as God’s son or as the 
Messiah, then you are outside 
the realm of Jewish theology. 
What they are practicing now is 
Christianity.”

— Rabbi Alan Freedman, 
Temple Beth Shalom


