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One of the reasons I decided to do a paper responding to Joe Shulam is that I did a paper of more than fifty pages, in part responding to his perspective, in December, 1990.   I reasoned that, knowing Joe, it was not at all likely that he had changed his views in the past 21 years.

The paper I did at Fuller was for a course named “Doing Theology in Context.”   The title of the paper was “Who Do You Say That I Am? And Who Do You Not Say That I Am?” Toward Identifying an Orthodox Christology in a Messianic Jewish Context.”  It grew out of my personal contacts with Joe over the years, and some documents he sent me at my request, chiefly his “Statement of Faith” dated October 24, 1987, and a paper, formerly a sermon, “The Divinity of Yeshua our Lord in Biblical Context,” dating from the same period. 

The cover letter Joe sent me with these documents, as well as the documents themselves, demonstrate that I was right in my surmising that his views have not changed.  Here is quote from the letter, dated October 19, 1990:  “I am glad that you are doing this very important work on the subject of Christology. You should know that  this is a dangerous subject.  For our people Monotheism is essential.  And, Monotheism is the clearest message of the whole Bible. I believe that it is possible to see Yeshua our Messiah as the Son of God from within the framework of Judaism, and Biblical faith.”
  

Any of you who have read his paper for this Forum will note that these statements from his letter sound like they came from this paper, written some 21 years later.  This is also true of the two documents he sent me: well organized and outlined, they defend and explain the views he has to this day, and which he displayed in the paper presented here at the Forum. 

I will not attempt to give a chapter and verse biblical response to Joe’s position.   Neither will I attempt to provide an explication of Christology from Jewish sources and Jewish thought, since I knew that Mark Kinzer will have done exceedingly abundantly beyond all I could say or even think.  Instead, I will first express some sympathy with some of Joe’s concerns, showing how they are reflected in the thought of respected others.  Second, and at greater length, I will highlight a number of logical and historical fallacies in his paper which undermine its force.   Finally, I will not call Joe a heretic: he has plenty of others who will do that for him!  My hope, rather, is to give him and the rest of us something to think about. Perhaps if I can get Joe to think of himself as Apollos,  whom Scripture tells us was “an eloquent man, well versed in the Scriptures, fervent in spirit,” he will allow me to play the role of Aquila and Priscilla who expounded the word of God to him more accurately.

Agreeing With Joe Shulam

Listen to this quotation from a famous evangelical of impeccable credentials: “For orthodox Christians, of all major confessions, Jesus of Nazareth is ‘very God of very God.’  He is the second person of the ontological Trinity. He is both God and man co-joined in one person without separation or confusion.”
  Now, although we might agree with what is said here, most of us would also agree that the author’s yardstick of orthodoxy consists entirely of creedal language foreign to the rhetoric and thinking of most Jews, or most modern people for that matter.  It is theological ingroup speech of a high Greco-Roman philosophical order.   It is clear that this respected evangelical has made not only creedal faith but also creedal language to be a shibboleth for doctrinal orthodoxy.  And while I am not saying that what he says is false, I am saying that is foreign to Jews, that it constitutes an obstacle to Jewish faith, and is feels like a bait and switch where the Bible disappears under the table and creedal formulations appear out of the magician’s hat. 

Missionary statesman Martin Goldsmith commented on this phenomenon    See if you don’t agree that he, and Joe, have a point.

All theology is contextual.  All theology throughout history has been expressed within the context of current religious and philosophical movements. This contextualization inevitably adds to or subtracts from the biblical revelation. 

The story begins in the early church. I find myself sometimes rather shocked at the way some Christians refer to the creeds of the earl church as if they were the very revelation of God and therefore totally authoritative and perfect.  It seems clear to me that these creedal statements, although of great value and importance, are still ultimately man-made theolgoial formulationswhich are contextualized and fallible. In his writings on Indian theological development, R. F. Boyd  has rightly pointed out that the early creeds use pagan background Greek philosophy. They relate to the specific problems and questions of their time. . . . It is no wonder that some of the sects make hay with their denial of the Trinity: many Christians today cannot understand this doctrine because it has been locked into an alien terminological and philosophical cage.

Having looked at an area of fundamental agreement, I turn now to some areas where I believe Joe’s thinking is flawed, and where he needs to interpret the word of God more accurately. 

Some Areas Where I Think Joe’s Thinking Is Flawed

In Joe’s paper I find two categories of flaws: falsely equating things with each other that ought not to be so equated, and making sweeping over-generalizations. These two categories govern the twelve examples that follow. 

1. On his first page, Joe states, “anything that contradicts the truth of God’s Word in the Torah and the Prophets is to be considered as outside of the divine truths that were given by God to Israel, i.e. the Bible.” While this is true in principle, we must remember that our grasp of what are the divine truths given in the Torah and the Prophets is limited by our understanding of what Torah and the Prophets are teaching. Scripture is infallible, but our understanding is inevitably conditioned and limited.   None of us see Scripture as it is.  Our view is inevitably distorted, limited and conditioned through the lenses of our own perspectives, assumptions, previous understandings, and experience.  For example, I would suggest that Joe cannot avoid seeing Scripture at least in part through the lens of Church of Christ restorationist assumptions, because that is where he received formative education in New Covenant faith.  Church of Christ people, like many others, imagine that one can have and must have “the Bible and nothing but the Bible,” but there are three objections to this.  

a. First, it is not true to the apostolic experience. We find the apostolic community in Acts 21 observing Temple rituals which are not explicated in Torah, with all the Yeshua-believers assuming that these behaviors are the norm for obedient, observant Jews.  And we find Paul three times defending his conduct indicating that he has done nothing against Jewish customs, the ethos of the Jews.
  We must not retroject into the Scripture a post-Reformation sharp cleavage between Scripture and tradition.  The Apostles were not Protestants, and for them the boundary between Scripture and tradition as  means of discerning and serving the will of God was different from Protestantism.  Sola Scriptura was not an apostolic watchword the same way it was for the Reformers and for the Non-instrumental Church of Christ. 

b. The second objection is that not only did the Apostles not teach and practice “the Bible and nothing but the Bible,” but Yeshua didn’t teach that either.  In Matthew 23:23 he says to the Scribes and Pharisees that they ought not to neglect the tithing of mint, dill and cumin, proiding they do in the process neglect the weightier matters of the Law, justice, mercy and faith.  The tithing of mint, dill, and cumin are not in the Torah, and yet Yeshua commends the practice and advocates its continuance. 

c. Finally, it is not possible to have the Bible and nothing but the Bible, because we inevitably bring to the Bible preunderstandings and presuppositions adopted or absorbed from our culture, from our teachers, and our experience.  None of us see the Bible entirely as it is, but always, in varying degrees, as we are.  

2. I think Mr Shulam makes another error in logic in his statement that “anything that contradicts the truth of God’s Word in the Torah and the Prophets is to be considered as outside of the divine truths that were given by God to Israel, i.e. the Bible.”  It seems to me that he misses how something can be compatible with Torah but not yet explicated in Torah. That which was not formerly explained may still be true, and also be binding divine revelation. The only proviso is that it must not directly contradict the clear teaching of previous Scripture.  One illustration is the full inclusion of gentiles as God’s also chosen people apart from becoming Jews first.  This was not explicated in the Tanach, but is in retrospect compatible with what the Tanach teaches. In my opinion, he is not right to equate his understanding of Torah, and what Torah explains, with the limits of what is allowable or what is revelation.  Something not yet explained in the Torah and the Prophets may still allowable and revelation from God provided it is does not contradict the clear teaching of  previous Scripture. 

3. Another difficulty I find with his paper is gross overstatement and generalization.  As one example, he says, “The Christian World since the time of the Emperor Constantine has had no problem with idolatry or a multiplication of gods.” Really, Joe? Really? He does not make himself entirely clear, but it appears that he believes the Church’s teaching of the Trinity is a form of tritheism.  However, Trinitarianism is not tritheism.  Many books are written by modern theologians seeking to do justice to the Unity of God and the Trinitarian footprints in Scripture.  This is a serious endeavor for many, and should not be trivialized with a simple slogan. In addition, we need to beware of overgeneralizing about a class of people, in this case, the gentiles or the Church, because, although rhetorically satisfying, it bears little if any resemblance to truth.  There is great variety in the Christian world, but Mr. Shulam dismisses all Christian theologizing with a brush of the hand.  This is not based on truth, but, forgive me, seems based on prejudice. 

4. He goes on to state, “There is not even one time in the New Covenant that states or even hints that there is more than one God and not one place that states that there is tree (sic) Gods independent of each other and self standing on their own authority.”  Again, Trinitarians do not believe in more than one God and he overstates himself here.  In John one, as he notes himself, the Word is both other than the Father and also called “God.” The Apostles were certainly monotheists, yet they use language which is exceedingly careless if, as Joe says, they did not mean to imply or teach the Deity of the Messiah and of the Spirit. 

5. He says, “I don't need to rely on what Christianity and the Counsels  (sic) that the Church made in the fourth century [say] to know that the Messiah is divine.” This is a half-truth.  Although he may not need the Councils to know about this teaching, Joe is being unbiblical because he fails to take due note of the Presence and guidance of the Spirit in the gentile church.  Paul was at pains to stress the full equality of the gentiles, and the fact that they become part of the people of God and heirs of the Spirit through faith in Messiah. Joe’s assumption that they have nothing to teach him is even more pernicious than the Church saying it has nothing to learn from the Jews.  Without a doubt the gentile Church bears the Spirit of God, and if that is so, how can one say that we have nothing to learn from them? Contrary to Joe’s rhetoric, gentiles in Christ are no longer pagans.  To say so is to insult the work of the Spirit and the ability of God to make gentiles fully his children, guided by the Spirit. 

6. I am disturbed by Joe’s comment that “We have to present the divinity of the Messiah in Jewish context and with Jewish Biblical colors and that is not so hard or impossible and much more biblical than the confused views of modern Christianity and Trinitarian formulas that in the end come to the conclusion that it is all a mystery anyway and we will not be able to explain it.”  I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the declaration of mystery in this area. If you want a God that is easy to understand, become a Jehovah’s Witness.  Their concept of God is easy to understand.  For me, that the essential nature of God is difficult to grasp is one of the evidences that the doctrine of the Trinity is more likely true than the simple diagrams people might want to draw of the Holy One.

7. Once again he overstates and misstates the case saying, “ The New Covenant has hints and innuendoes about the divinity of the Messiah but never as clear as these passages of the Tanach that God gave to Israel.” Of course if that were true, then religious Jews would be the very first to embrace the idea of a divine Messiah, but this is certainly not the case.    

8. Mr Shulam fails to make due allowances for the self-emptying of Messiah, where he temporarily laid aside his divine prerogatives in becoming a man among us.
 One ought not to draw conclusions about Messiah’s nature simply from observations about his kenosis state, since we know that in the Incarnation, he emptied himself.  The Mount of Transfiguration hints at this, and Yeshua prays in Jn 17:5 to have the glory restored to Him that he had with the Father before the world was made. This means not simply that he formerly had this glory, but also that he laid it aside during the Incarnation.  Yeshua also indicates that he is speaking for our sakes—that we might understand something we could not otherwise imagine.
 

9.  Joe rightly make a big point about monotheism, stating that it is the main message of the entire Bible.  I am curious as to how one determines the main message of the entire Bible?  I do not doubt that monotheism is declared very often in the Bible, but does that determine this to be the main message? In addition, the issue is not whether we have One God.  All agree that this is so.  The issue is, what kind of God is this Hashem Elokenu Hashem Echad?  Joe seems to gravitate toward a monad kind of God—such as one might count with the integer “1” on a chalkboard. However, the One who is infinite in every respect cannot and ought not to be captured in such gan yeladim (kindergarten) arithmetic.  Again, the question is, not do we have one God, but what kind of God is it that we have?  We must arrive at the answer to this question by a different means than simply a knee-jerk reaction against what we think Christendom teaches.  In fact, I think my respected colleague’s view of what Christendom teaches is extremely distorted, in part because of Church of Christ assumptions that it is possible or desirable to pit a Bible-only mentality against the creeds of Christendom, when in fact, those creeds were attempts to translate biblical truths into the language of their day and context. 

10. On the issue of clarity, I think Joe is again mistaken.  He says,  “Yeshua's deity is clear to us as His Disciples, but it can not and most (sic) not be the main message because the Scriptures (Sic) does not make this issue even clear and it is only clear to us by reason of theological deductions and not by chapter and verse clear statements.”  Making something clear and explaining it are two different things. For example, the Bible makes clear that Hashem is altogether holy, but does not fully explain what Holiness means when we speak of Hashem. 

11. In addressing the relationship between the Father and the Son, Mr. Shulam makes much of Yeshua’s having been sent by the Father. No one doubts that Yeshua is the One who was sent by the Father.  But the question is, who is this one who was sent?  This requires careful, respectful language, which pays due heed to the fact that we understand in part and prophesy in part and that we are dealing with the holiest and highest of realities.  The Apostles take great care to try and speak of the true Deity of Yeshua without compromising the unity of God, and without implying that Yeshua is the Father.  Their cautious language is not a form of evasion, but rather a matter of careful respect and the effort to explain what had never before been encountered. 

12. Joe says that “Christianity . . .  has created a situation that it is impossible to explain biblically the deity of the Messiah and Monotheism without resorting to non-biblical materials.  The explanation of the Watermelon and the Egg and other such examples give a partial picture but none actually satisfies the problem fully.”  I agree that using analogies from the created order to describe the Uncreated One is flawed.  Only God is uncreated:  we are not uncreated, and can only speak in terms of the created order, which is all we know.  That means we always speak of God in metaphor to some degree, comparing him to something we know in space and time.  Indeed, the Incarnation is the greatest metaphor of all, because here God speaks to us of the uncreated realm in space and time, Jewish bone, Jewish flesh, Jewish blood.  And I would respectfully suggest that we must be careful about disparaging those who use “unbiblical materials,” as all of us have perspectives on Scripture which came from outside the Bible—the cultural and philosophical preunderstandings and presuppositions which we inevitably bring to the table. 

I leave to my respected friend Joe to wade through this analysis of his long-held position.  I pray he, and all who consider this analysis, will conclude that I have done a Priscilla and Aquila service to all, showing the Way of God more fully.  
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