Borough Park Symposium Session 1:  The Significance of the Deity of Yeshua 


How do we understand the deity of Yeshua, not just as theological truth revealed in Scripture, but particularly as Jews? What is the significance of this truth in a Jewish context?

Dr. Mitch Glaser

Identifying the Challenge

It is our task in this first presentation to try and identify the significant elements of our topic -- the Deity of Yeshua and the mystery of God. During the ensuing papers, responses and discussions, some of our leading Messianic theologians and thinkers will help us grapple with the significance of this cornerstone doctrine, both in relationship to our movement and to the mainstream Jewish and Christian communities. The issues we face are multilayered and span the gamut from the theological to the sociological.  It is also deeply personal, as the way in which we understand and express our understanding of the Deity of Yeshua and the mystery of God is critical to our own relationship with Yeshua.  Similarly, our belief and expression of the doctrine is also important to our relationship with our own movement and peers and with the Jewish and Christian religious communities we relate to on a regular basis.

On a personal and devotional note, may I suggest that we avoid allowing our discussions on the doctrine of the Deity of Yeshua to lead us into some type of chilling theological deep-freeze.  Perhaps, as we occasionally stop to pray, these actions will remind us that we are speaking about the nature of One who is present in our midst, as He promised, “when two or three are gathered in my name, I will be in their midst.”

At the end of the day, to engage in purely "clinical" discussion about the Messiah and Savior we love and to whom we have dedicated our life is near impossible.  There is not an individual in this room who has not laid their reputation, family, future and all they count dear in this life at the feet of the One whom we believe to be Deity incarnate. This is a costly discussion for many of us. It is costly, as our views on Yeshua, have been at the very root and center of deep divisions with the Jewish larger community and even within our own families. I mention this because we cannot embark on a pilgrimage of understanding regarding the Deity of Yeshua and the mystery of God with intellect alone, as our devotion to God and His Son always involves the heart and soul. 

I do hope that we will keep this in mind as we discuss and deliberate during our time together.

Mark will address the broader theological, hermeneutical and historical issues at stake regarding the Deity of Yeshua and the mystery of God, while I speak to some of the more sociological issues raised by our topic.  Mark recently prepared a paper for the Hashivenu Forum that is quite expansive and expresses his views on this subject in greater depth.  I am appreciative to Mark for his willingness to summarize his effort.

Once again, looking at this issue through the lens of both community and communication, it is critical to recognize that our actual beliefs about the Deity of Yeshua, drawn from Scripture and the formulation of these beliefs so that others might also understand our position are related but different.  It is understood that we are trying to describe matters that have minimal analogies in the every day experiences of life.  

A Defining Conversation

I recall a conversation I had at Brooklyn College with a Lubavitcher Rabbi a few years ago.  He must have been in his 70’s and a little more mature and even tempered than some of the more zealous younger Rabbis I would usually speak to about matters of faith.  After a half hour of conversation – discussing the Rebbe’s role, Messianic prophecy and much more, we began a brief discussion on the person of Yeshua.  He asked if I believed Yeshua was God and I said yes.  He then accused me of avod zerah – though nicely.  I volunteered that I also believed that God was three yet one.  He responded, “then you believe in three gods”.  I said no, that is a misunderstanding of the belief.  He then looked down for a moment and in what I believe was a most sincere and somewhat anguished moment he said, “you are making God so complicated”!  I smiled and said, “then, I may assume that your belief in the singularity of God’s nature and that there is no possibility of a “triunity”, that God in all His glory and power is less complicated".  We smiled at one another and went our separate ways.  

I have reflected many times on this discussion as clearly, whatever we believe about the nature of God is going to be very difficult to articulate and perhaps, as Mark actually develops in his Hashevenu paper, the Kabalistic idea of an en soph, which is unknowable, indescribable and only comprehended to some degree through the spehirot or emanations which are more easily identified makes sense.

We will be addressing both what we believe and how we express our beliefs in the Deity of Yeshua and the Mystery of God.  These are two different matters, but intertwined as we cannot possibly understand one another’s belief’s unless they are articulated.  Both our beliefs and the formulations of our beliefs impact and even define the ways in which we will be viewed by our fellow Messianic Jews and by the greater Jewish and Christian communities. In actuality and because of many more years of experience, the views of the Church and the Jewish community regarding the Deity of Yeshua and the mystery of God are more carefully defined than within the Messianic Jewish community. The Church is essentially Nicean in its understanding and the Jewish community is strongly opposed to the idea that a man can be God or that God can take on flesh and humanity, which would lead to a denial of any concept of there being three persons who are part of the unity of God.

At the present time, in the life of our young movement and because of the unique hybridization of our theological constructs within our Messianic community - acceptance, rejection and understanding one another is more uncertain.  The Jewish community and the Church have little doubt as to how to handle our beliefs in the Deity of Yeshua and the mystery of God – we are either in or out!  However, our modern Messianic movement is in the midst of deciding on its beliefs, the expression of the same, our identification with the Christian and Jewish communities and whether or not we should embrace an orthodoxy that would allow for the exclusion of others who do not hold the acceptable beliefs.

In some ways, we have been traveling along this path for some years and though our trying to define a Messianic Jewish orthodoxy might seem elusive and unnecessary, still our corporate and congregational doctrinal statements and formulations have already become a basis for fellowship and those who deviate from what is understood as orthodox have been removed from our Messianic associations, pulpits, ministry staffs and opportunities for regular fellowship.  Our BPS group has even excluded a few potential participants who felt we should not have had stated a position at all on this subject and by having one that we already overly narrowed the breadth of participants.  To deny the importance of the way in which this doctrine is stated from a sociological perspective would be foolish.  We have not yet decided what is within the realm of acceptability for Messianic Jews to believe or express about the Deity of Yeshua and the Mystery of God.  The discussion held in Israel a few years ago on the topic, whereby Messianic Jews were asked to sign a statement affirming the Deity of Yeshua is just one illustration of the importance of this doctrine for fellowship, employment, support and incorporation within the movement.  How broad we should draw the perimeter on this doctrine still remains a challenge.

Our theological statements have as much to do with the sociology of our movement as it does with the theology of our faith. How are creedal statements used within the church and within Judaism – though we could argue that Judaism has a minimum of such statements?  Still, those Judaism supports are well used - especially on this very issue.  They are still used as a basis of inclusion or exclusion. What we believe and even more importantly how we formulate what we believe will impact our sociology and determine our acceptance or rejection within our communities of faith.  This is why our discussions are so important, as some of us have treated others of us as unbelievers based upon our profession and definition of our beliefs in the Deity of Yeshua and the Mystery of God.  Is this wrong?  I suggest not and that is why it is so critical to try and understand one another.  So much is actually at stake.

. 

We all confess that Scripture is our ultimate authority for faith and practice.  There is not one person in this room that does not believe that their understanding of the Deity of Yeshua and Mystery of God is not foundationally Biblical.  And yet, we do have differing understandings of what the Scriptures teach on this issue and we also express our faith in these theological beliefs a variety of ways.  Some of us tend to echo the voice of historic Christian formulations on the Deity of Yeshua and Trinity – though we might not use the word. Others among us prefer to express this doctrine in more identifiably Jewish terms and concepts.

We are aware of Messianic Jews who espouse a theological formulation of the Deity of Yeshua and the Mystery of God that is clearly not acceptable by the wider church and by Messianic Jews who identify with the historic creeds of the church.  However, I wonder if the differences might be in language, and in fact there might be complete commonality in belief but the differences rest in the written and verbal formulation of the these beliefs.  Over the next few days, we will hopefully be able to gain a deeper understanding of what we believe not only how we express these beliefs.  

Please remember, that this is our goal at BPS 2. We are hoping to better understand one another and not to develop a more uniform statement of beliefs among us.

The stakes are high and not merely theological.  Our belief in the Deity of Yeshua and the Mystery of God and the way in which we express this faith could either move us closer or further from one another’s fellowship as what we believe and how we formulate these beliefs will have serious community as well as theological consequences.

A Defining Incident

Perhaps one of the best ways to illustrate the more sociological and community-based issues at stake is to recount a well-known incident in the corporate life of our Messianic Jewish movement. 

Most of us are familiar with Hugh Schonfield, the author of the Passover Plot and the splendid little volume, the History of Hebrew Christianity. Most of us have some understanding of the events that took place in the mid-1930s within the International Hebrew Christian Alliance when Schonfield and his wife were asked to leave the Alliance because of their views on the Deity of Yeshua and the doctrine of the Trinity.

Allow me to rehearse the basic facts of the situation, which have already been written and discussed in a number of more detailed and thorough articles and mentioned briefly in the new book Mapping Messianic Jewish Theology by Dr. Richard Harvey.
 I believe that this incident in our recent history illustrates the dilemma of identity we face as Messianic Jews even today. 

The following is a brief description of the events surrounding the removal of Mr. and Mrs. Schonfield from the membership of the IHCA and are based upon the minutes of the IHCA meeting in1937.

It would seem from the Minutes, that the issue was actually brought to the forefront by Schonfield himself, as he fully understood that his views on the Deity of Yeshua the doctrine of the Trinity were in flux.  

The recording secretary notes that an appeal was been made by Mr. Hugh Schonfield against a decision of the business committee, that in view of his inability to accept the statement of belief in bylaw number nine, relative to belief in the deity of Christ, he could not remain a member of that committee. The Rev. Harcourt Samuel moved and the Rev. Jacob Peltz seconded that it was resolved that the matter be remitted to a special judicial committee to consist of the presidents of affiliated alliances three others to be nominated by Mr. Schonfield connected decision should be final.

The president called for the report of the judicial committee set up to consider Mr. Schonfeld appeal. This was handed in by Dr.Arnold Frank and stated that the committee were of the opinion that Mr. Schonfeld views were not really in conflict with article 9 of the bylaws.
  
But, this did not conclude the matter for the delegates.

The conflict over Schonfield's belief regarding article number nine of the bylaws then came to a head during the report of the nominations committee at the IHCA meeting. As follows:

The president called for the report of the nominations committee. The committee recommended the election of Dr. Frank as president. This was proposed by Rev. Harcourt Samuel and carried unanimously. Seconded by Rev. Jacob Peltz, Dr. Frank was received with acclamation. 

The committee then commended the election of the Rev. Nahum Levison as vice president. Mr. Nahum Levinson declined to allow his name to go forward because of his dissatisfaction with the judicial committee's report; he complained that the committee had not fully understood the position and wondered if possibly there were not others who did not believe the full deity of Jesus. The Reverends Harcourt Samuel and I. E. Davidson, Dr. Leslie Samuel and Mr. Mark Kagan, intimated that for the same reason he also could not allow their names to go forward for reelection. After some discussion the Rev. Jacob Peltz moved and the Rev. Nathan Levenson seconded a resolution in the following terms: "in view of the fact that the creedal faith of some members of the IHCA has been questioned, this conference reaffirms its loyalty to the Constitution. It requires from every delicate an affirmation of faith as a condition of membership in the Alliance, such affirmation to be made in terms including article 9 of the bylaws.

Persons eligible for membership must be Hebrew Christians who 

(A.) Have made public confession of their faith

(B.) Have accepted Jesus as their personal Savior 

(C.) Believe in the atonement and vicarious suffering, which he hath wrought on the cross at Calvary

(E.) Believe in his deity and resurrection;

(F.) Declare their adherence to the Scriptures of the old and New Testament as the supreme rule of faith and life"

The resolution was carried, Mr. Zeidman dissenting as one by one the delegates affirmed their faith all did so with the exception of Mr. and Mrs. Schonfield and they were declared to be excluded from membership.

In this instance, the ranks closed and whether or not Schonfield actually believed in the Deity of Yeshua is unclear. Curiously, the IHCA statement did not make reference to the doctrine of the Trinity.  So, it was determined that the Schonfields beliefs about the Deity of Yeshua were less than what was commonly understood as Orthodox and they were removed form membership and very active involvement with the IHCA – now the IMJA and at that time perhaps the most significant Messianic organization in the world.  The results of this decision were dramatic and resulted in both immediate and long term damage to the Messianic movement at the time.  Was it the right decision?  Did the leaders of the IHCA use a proper standard of judgment?   Should they have been broader in their perspective? 

Schonfield was measured by an accepted, or orthodox formulation on the Deity of Yeshua, held by the majority and because he stepped over an acceptable line he and his wife were removed from fellowship.  It does seem, historically, that he had changed his views regarding the Deity of Yeshua over the years.

Conclusion

Today, we have removed Messianic Jews from our fellowship groups, mission agencies and congregations because of their “less than Orthodox” position on the Deity of Yeshua.  And so, from a purely theological and devotional perspective, our discussions of this doctrine are critical to our community. 

This gives us all the more reason to listen very carefully to one another as we try to understand the breadth of beliefs and formulations we hold as a community of the Deity of Yeshua and the Mystery of God.  We are all struggling, within our various micro Messianic communities, to determine what is within the pale of acceptability regarding this doctrine.  Usually, the only way we have of making this decision is to evaluate the formulation of the belief, which hopefully is an accurate representative of the belief itself.  It is on this basis that we might very well make decisions of inclusion or exclusion in relation to our communities, congregations and organizations etc. and even on a broader level – determining that someone is outside the faith because of their beliefs on this critical issue. Ultimately, it is not the creed that is our judge – it is Scripture, but as sinful human beings we can only judge what we understand. 

This is one of the reasons I applaud these Symposiums, as they give us a chance to sift through the different positions we hold in our very young movement.

It is never easy being a hyphenated community – though, of course we prefer not to think of ourselves in this way.  Yet, our theology is oftentimes hybridized. Mark will even give a name to a suggested Hermeneutical approach that takes into consideration who we are in relation to the church and also as part of the Jewish community and how we might approach this issue in light of what he terms a dialectic.  Yet, still, it is difficult to forge our way forward with any degree of true unity as some of us will always lean towards one side or the other – to a more Jewish side or a more Church related side.  Finding a true Messianic perspective might be difficult or impossible, but it is a worthy goal and an important pursuit.  What we believe must be based upon Scripture, but also informed by both Jewish and Church history and faith in drawing our conclusions about what we believe and how we express this faith.  

Finally, we will hopefully cover the important topic in this Symposium as to how we communicate our beliefs in the Deity of Yeshua to the Jewish community; traditional, post modern and secular.  I am sure we will all learn a lot and enjoy the sessions together.  May the next few days together lead to our common growth in love and devotion for the Lord we serve.

� Richard also wrote the article, Passing over the Plot? The Life and Work of Hugh Schonfield, Mishkan 37 (2002): 35-48, where this incident in the life of Schonfield is discussed in some detail.


� Minutes of the IHCAconference Tuesday, the 6th of July 1937(6).
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