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I have been invited to address the question of the “Deity of Messiah and the Mystery of God,” and to specifically communicate these eternal truths to a post-modern Jewish community. The letter of invitation asked specifically how to effectively move beyond Jesus as the first century Rabbi and to show that “He needs to be something more than a teacher.”

This paper will focus on the missiological challenge of communicating to the post-modern Jewish community. The paper will not focus on what to say, but how to say it.

Speaking in post-modern terms, I am located in my worldview. That worldview accepts a metanarrative, and that metanarrative is Creation, The Fall, Redemption, and Consummation. Within that narrative, Creation implies a Creator, and Redemption encompasses the place of Israel in history.  I start out with certain presuppositions. The received text we have of the Scriptures is authoritative in doctrine and practice. 

I believe that a thorough understanding of that text will bring readers to the conclusion that those who wrote the texts under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit wanted their readers to come to specific conclusions about the topics they wrote on, including the deity of Messiah.   The deity of Messiah is an integral part of the metanarrative mentioned above. 

The question before us is communicating a propositional truth to a community that, by definition, 1) has a problem with the very idea of propositional truth, and 2) whose very identity in some way is connected to the rejection of that particular propositional statement.

I suggest that before we make recommendations on the how, we should first look at whom and proceed from there.

The group that we have been asked to speak to is really hyphenated. Although it is not written that way, it is in fact more like a hyphenated group than a description of a sub group of a larger category; it is Jewish and Post-Modern.  As such, both sides of the hyphen need to be looked at and understood before postulating a communication plan. 

Defining Jewish is very difficult. However, no matter how varied it seems to be, the Jewish community has at least three ideas that most, if not all, Jewish people have been socialized into. 

The first is the Holocaust.  To deny the Holocaust is to absent oneself from the Jewish people. (For the Post-modern Jew, this seems to be lessening.)  Second is the State of Israel. All agree on its right to exist and some allegiance to it; there are some Hasidic groups that would take issue with the political state but still see Israel as their eventual homeland.  Third is the rejection of Jesus. That rejection is in no small part because of the claims of the Deity of Jesus.  According to Prothero’s “American Jesus,” over 50% of Jewish people in the USA accept that not only did Jesus exist, but that he was a good man and a teacher.  It is His claims of Deity that are at issue with most Jewish people.

Of course we will always find exceptions to the rule. However, for the most part, a Jewish person in the United States, Australia, the UK and Turkey all have the same internalized understanding of themselves.  The above three ideas are central to that. I have left out the Russian Jewish identity markers because, in places where there was a vacuum in socializing a subgroup like the Jewish people in the former Soviet Union, special case issues are pleaded.  

I am not talking about religious convictions; I am speaking about the process of enculturalization that happens in spoken and unspoken communication patterns to members of a group. All groups have a process by which they determine who the “other” is in relationship to the group. The entire weight of language, lifecycle events, food and myth all go into forming group identity. In the latter part of the 20th and early part of the 21st century the three common factors in developing a Jewish identity have been the three items mentioned above.  

Given the history of the Jewish people and our interactions with Christendom, the gospel message is perceived as a threat to the Jewish people. Groups have a tendency to attribute to their ancestors characteristics and motives that they may or may not have had.  In the case of the Jewish people, it is part of the Jewish narrative that Jews in Europe all died as a result of resisting conversion. It would be seen as an act of tribal disloyalty to even entertain the truths of the message that the enemies of our people are presenting

All this is to say that the higher the Jewish identity the more resistant to the very message we are bringing.  So if one has a high sense of one’s Jewish identity, they will feel a stronger sense of loyalty to not engage with the Gospel message. They will also be more affected by the sanctions their community will wield against them to keep them conforming to the group thought.  

The group in question is not static; it is dynamic, and its members are on many axies of a continuum.  Therefore, this degree of Jewish identity changes as a person goes through crises.  One may start out with very little Jewish identity only to find later in life a nostalgic connection to Jewish forms that draw them back into a higher sense of Jewish identity.

Conversely, one may start out with a very high sense of Jewish identity and go through some paradigmatic change and find that they have adopted another value than the one they were raised with, i.e., one that allows for a taboo that otherwise would never have been considered. Certainly many in the movement came into the hippie subculture that allowed Jesus a certain degree of acceptability. Their connection with that subculture, and willingness to accept the sanctions the greater society laid on them along with Jewish community’s rejection, allowed many to find the truth that was kept from them by the larger Jewish community.
Other hyphens in an identity contribute or diminish to the level of resistance to a message. How Israeli-Jews understand their identity, as Jews will be different from how South African-Jews view theirs. Another important distinction germane to our discussion is what some of the characteristics of the other side of the hyphen are.

America values pluralism, and in the case of American Jews, those more connected to the American side of the hyphen will be less affected by the particularism of the Jewish side.

All these contribute to where on the continuum the person we are communicating with finds himself or herself. It will be far more difficult to speak to someone whose core understanding of himself is connected to the rejection of one of our central truths. 

Much has been written on how to communicate our understanding of Messiah to our Jewish people. I will not take up more time in repeating what so many of us already know.

 The point is, in any communication plan to present the deity of Messiah within the metanarrative, we must take the measure of where on the continuum of the Jewish side of the hyphen our post- modern Jewish person is. Doing so adjusts our communication accordingly; it will be equally true to locate our friend on where he or she may be on the postmodern continuum.

There are many different definitions of post modernity and this paper is not going to try to explore each of them. What is commonly held about post-modernity is one of its presuppositions that having absolute knowledge of truth is impossible; a reaction to the hubris of the modern world that believed that Reason was the metanarrative by which all other narratives can be measured. The post-modern recognized the presuppositional nature of any observer, and that the one asking the question is already located in his culture.  To believe one could come only armed with Reason, to discover truth is to be naïve. 

Dr. D.A. Carson has proposed that within the post-modern world there are at least two different kinds of post-modern thinkers: hard and soft. “Hard post-moderns” infer that because we cannot have absolute knowledge, we can know nothing.  For them, there is truth but we can only know it subjectively, leaving us only meaning. 

The other group, “soft post-moderns,” is evidenced by recognition that although we cannot have absolute knowledge (only God is omniscient) that does not exclude the possibility of knowing. 

The soft post-moderns are more likely to be the products of the culture they are raised in, while hard post moderns are those who write the philosophies and criticisms of modernity.

We will find those who reject our narrative do so because it makes truth claims that contradict the person’s worldview about truth claims. Daniel Breslauer, (see Cohen’s response) as Akiva has demonstrated, would be a classic example of a hard post-modern - someone so far on the post-modern side of the hyphen that the traditional Jewish objections he would have are almost nil. To the Daniel Breslauers of the world our approach will be different than to the majority of post-modern Jews we will encounter, who are somewhat towards the middle of the hyphen.

Depending on where on the continuum the person we are dealing with is, we may find great opportunity.  One of the generally accepted values of the post-modern world is that everyone’s story is valid and should have a right to be heard.  Our story as Jewish believers has been marginalized and dismissed by the larger Jewish community, which allows us the status of outsider and disenfranchised.  These are the very groups that the post-modern world finds worth championing.  This is certainly one of the starting points we must find for our message.

A caution must be sounded here.  When approaching a post-modern person with our story, we must be careful not to compromise our worldview in order to gain a hearing.  We
 must not give up the truth to share a truth.  Akiva has rightly pointed out the difficulty of interacting with someone like Kepnes, who would be glad to accept our text-centered approach, but reduces it to one of many meanings. 

The typical Jewish- post-modern we will encounter will be someone who is in the middle of the hyphen. They will know that they are Jewish, but see themselves as part of other groups that will inform them of who they are. They will be committed to local and global issues, not only Jewish issues. They will see themselves as spiritual as opposed to religious. They are searching for the divine spark within, and the Awe of the transcendent. (What they are looking for is exactly what we are offering them in the Incarnation.)

Whatever Jewish religious forms they use, they will have redefined for their own purposes. All religious convictions will be seen as valid, as long as they are personal and do not enter the public arena. Intolerance will be the only taboo; all truths are personal truths. 

Now to the how:  We must see ourselves as cross cultural in our methods, although some in attendance may be more post-modern than not. I would recommend that we  who are not post modern become students of post-modernity; In that we listen and engage rather than reject; that we find places where our story can make a difference in the lives of the people we are talking to. As for our place on the Jewish side of the hyphen we should continue being part of the community. The communities journey is our journey.  The deity of Messiah is a very large, important part of our story, but it is not the entire story.  The entire story needs to be encountered.  So that this is clear, the answer to presenting the mystery of God and the deity of Messiah is in the whole metanarrative of the scriptures, not the single propositional statements there in. 

In order to make our story more than just one of many we need to deal directly with the soft post modern’s confidence with truth. We start by recognizing that we are indeed all located in our culture, but demonstrate that we can move from our fixed culture ever closer to the horizon of truth. And as we move closer and closer we gain more understanding of the horizon we are looking at, much like Asymptote graphs can be used in calculus to work with non fixed numbers so closely that we can make them work like they were certain and located.
Perhaps an illustration may help here. We help the soft post-modern see that there are things which can be known well enough to treat them as though they were absolutely true. The probability of one falling to ones death if one walks out of a window on the 10th floor is high enough, that even if you don’t know for sure that it will happen you operate as though it will. The more we see things fall from the 10th floor of a building and what happens to them, the more sure we are that we should not do it.

With humility in our story telling, we talk about our unique story and journey to faith. We make sure that we integrate into our personal story the larger metanarrative of Scripture. 

 We do it with wit and perception into the heart as well as the head of the one we are talking to. Part of telling our story is listening to others’ stories and finding where our stories intersect. 

Let me tell you a story:

I remember flying back from San Francisco with the first assistant to the mayor of San Francisco, on a five-hour flight. I listened to her story and what she was passionate about.  She was working on a major speech for the mayor on the place of cities in our nation’s recovery. Eventually she asked where I was going and what I do. Knowing full well that the person I was speaking to was a typical Jewish post-modern, I chose to cause some dissonance.   Earlier in our conversation it was clear that she saw all Christians as right wing Republicans.  So when asked, I responded by saying “I am a born again, Bible believing, you fill in the derogatory remarks Christian.”  After the chuckle, came her next statement:  “But you are obviously Jewish.”  Rather than jump right into my testimony, I went back to her issues with the cities and talked about how the Scriptures spoke to the place of cities. I explained that the problem of injustice is the problem of the Fall. I brought up the place of the cities of refuge in the Scriptures and how they represented a place for justice and grace. I pointed out how God was indeed interested in redeeming justice and the place of Israel in that plan.

At this point she asked if she could take out her computer and take some notes. This gave me a chance to deal with the direct felt need she had expressed, and to introduce the metanarrative that directs my life. I explained that my faith in Jesus was because I found that only the story of the God-Man giving his life to make right what is so wrong in this world fit my understanding of the world.  I had been a member of SDS and thought that the solutions to man’s problems were in revolution.  I discovered the real problems are with in the heart of man, and only our creator could solve that problem.  The incarnation, death, burial, and resurrection of the Son were the only way both God’s justice and grace could be fully revealed. The deity of Messiah is imbedded in the narrative. 

I know that there are many here who would take issue with calling themselves Christians.  I find that the issue is not really about our labels, but about whom we really are.  If you are Jewish, what ever you call yourself will be filled with the meaning you bring to the label. Labels will be redefined.

In another event I might have used another label to get behind the filters.  On another trip I met a young Jewish woman who studied at Yeshiva University. She, unlike the woman in my last story, was very committed to her Jewish identity, and yet was also a post-modern.  Our conversation started around our flight being delayed, and continued on to stories about our travels; she had just come back from Israel. I told her of my first time in Israel at her age and how I had volunteered on kibbutz, and we then talked about the book she was reading. I told her I had just finished reading “The Halachic Man” by Soloveitchik, and how unhappy I was it with it. 

This opened up our conversation about the place of the Law in the Scriptures, and that led to how to interpret the text. She became very animated when we talked about hermeneutics, and was fascinated by the intent of the author as a key to understanding. 

Her interest in better understanding the text, gave me an opening to show that the interpretation of any part must be consistent with the meaning of the whole. From there it was easy to walk her through the larger story of Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Consummation. I pointed out how there was a messianic hope that ran from the Law, Prophets and Writings. I went on to show her that the overall message of our Scriptures was the restoration of the Malchut- and that the King we are seeking to rule over us is none other that Ha Shem Himself.  We had gone too far into our stories to stop listening. What a joy to be able to have someone so far on the Jewish side of the hyphen truly listen to the gospel.

 Do you see how I used the metanarrative to help communicate the deity of Messiah?  It was different in both stories but part of the greater story. In the first story, it was not hard to communicate the Fall; she knew there was evil in the world. She may not have taken personal responsibility for it, but she knew something was wrong. Connecting her understanding of the Fall, to the larger story is where I started.

With the second person I shared with her a common story, the Scriptures. It was helping my young Yeshiva student see how the text itself pointed to a transcendent God who was immanent.  As we communicate the metanarrative the deity question will naturally fall into place and we deal with any objections at that point. 

It is commonly understood that in order to effectively communicate to people who think they know what you have to say, you should not fulfill their expectations. I do not mean that you should lie or misrepresent who and what you believe. Rather, you should not answer with what is expected, and find a way to surprise the one you are talking to with your answer. That is why in my first story I used the very label that the listener would have least expected to hear. 

Beyond the labels is the issue of meaning, and we have a story that answers the questions of meaning.  It is not so much that we need to prove the Jewishness of our message about Jesus, as much as we need to make sure that our entire message communicates meaning to the listener. Depending on where on the axis we find them, our approach to the telling of the story varies to some degree.

I am also suggesting that to effectively communicate the mystery of God and the deity of Messiah to a Post-modern Jewish person, we should create communities where relationships are formed, stories shared and lived out. 

The post-modern Jew is looking for the same thing that the post-modern gentile is looking for: meaning.  For the most part they are looking for it not in propositional statements but in relationships. One of the governing principles in post-modern life is the community. It is here that the propositional truths of our faith must be lived out.  We are to create chavurahs of meaning in which the metanarrative is told, repeated and fleshed out, where the Holy Spirit can work on the mind and heart of the person and the inevitable truth of the nature and person of the Messiah is understood within the larger story of redemption and consummation. 

I applaud my friend Akiva’s suggestion about creating communities with distinct Jewish behaviors and not just to evangelize.  Certainly one of the bywords of the post-modern world is authenticity.  If it is not authentic it will not be effective. I would take issue with my friend with his use of the word “pushing” when referring to other methods of proclamation. One can be authentic and effective when using other forms of communication. 

Moving now on to what these communities should look like, there are a few specific things that these communities should have.  These suggestions are birth out of a Shabbat fellowship that has been meeting in my home for the last three years, made up of both Jewish and gentile post moderns. 

This fellowship has had a significant testimony to number of young Jewish post-moderns. And although most of the above observations made in this paper are most relevant to American Jews, many Israelis traveling in the US have been touched by the Shabbat fellowship.

1. The communities should have times of liturgical worship. The post-modern is drawn to the ancient.  In line with authenticity, the worship should reflect the Jewish forms that the community is used to.  The forms should not be artificial, but reflect the community’s understanding of its Jewishness. This means that in certain communities the forms will follow more closely to the traditional forms of the synagogue whereas in other communities the forms might be more creative and will explore new ways to express old forms. These times of worship need not be in a traditional auditorium setting, but might work better around a table of food.  A word about forms: There has been a debate among our messianic community regarding the use of rabbinic forms. I think that when it comes to life cycle events and calendar events, we must start with what have been historic behaviors. It is foolish to think that one can call something Jewish if it does not have some antecedent within historic Jewish behaviors. Given that creativity is one of the hallmarks of the post-modern generation, we should be creative in developing these historic forms for new communities. In our home we light the traditional Sabbath candles and recite the blessings for the challah and wine. We also sing Shabbat songs.
2.  The worship should be Christocentric; it must include worship that is reflective of the early faith community of the Messiah.  By making our worship Christocentric and by focusing on the Father and the Son, we cover both Creator and Redeemer; this helps communicate the metanarrative.  In our home Y’shua is part of all our prayers. 

3. These communities should be intentional in making hangout time for nothing more than hanging out and sharing stories. In our home people stay for hours just talking, playing music and board games. Many find their way to our front porch to continue discussing the text, and arguing about other meanings that may be found in the text.

4. The Scriptures should be held within the community as authoritative in understanding faith and practice. There should be certain humility to approaching the text and the place of faith as well as reason to how one submits to God. There should be a time when the community encounters the hearing and expounding of the Word in a context of community, where discussion is encouraged. We need to avoid didactic pronouncements. We look at one section of the parsha for that week and look to how it points to the large story of scripture. Discussion is encouraged. 

5. Building into the community the telling of stories that relate to the roots of one’s faith, connecting the community to a larger historic community and pre-Yavneh Judaism. 

6. These communities need to be connected to projects of social justice, like soup kitchens or making sandwiches to distribute to local homeless people, or direct help in Jewish causes, i.e., service in places where Jewish people are in need. Many in our group serve in soup kitchens, and have traveled for short-term ministry projects.
Through the efforts of Life in Messiah, Chosen People Ministries and Jews for Jesus a young Israeli that started attending out Shabbat fellowships did come to faith, my wife had the privilege of reaping the work of the whole community’s witness. The young Israeli wanted the Shabbat Fellowship to be at his baptism, as he saw the Fellowship as his community of faith. It was glorious and all three ministries participated. He is now making application to attend Israel School of the Bible. It was through our walking together and living out the whole story that our friend came to see who the real Y’shua is.

The points listed above are only a few of the ways our communities will look as we speak to our post-modern Jewish sisters and brothers. I hope this short paper will stir up the wiser and more experienced of our numbers to add more to the list.

In the last analysis, communicating the Deity of Messiah to post- modern Jewish people is going to be imbedded in the communicating of the whole of our story and redeemed lives. The truth of the Gospel and the person of Jesus has passed through many periods of time and impacted our people in each age. His Spirit will not fail to make inroads into this current age. 
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