A CASE OF CLIMATE CHANGE:POSTMODERN JEWS AND THE CLAIMS OF JESUS

1. DOES POSTMODERNISM ASSIST US IN PROCLAIMING THE CLAIMS OF JESUS

Before I start my argument I would like to ask you to accept this paper despite its academic paucity, not that I am apologizing. My explanation is that this subject area is applied missiology rather than higher-theology, so I have blatantly attempted the “down to earth” approach. Sometimes sophistication is critical to the analysis of the complex, but when it comes to “how to” it can be misplaced. 

Akiva Cohen has brought to our attention how “Jews in this new type [postmodern world] would require a new mode of constructing a Jewish identity, an identity that is both recognizably Jewish but fluid enough to evolve with time. Perhaps the most important marker of such Judaisms will be there lack of ‘religion’….” (Breslauer 2001:8 in Cohen 2010:2) Furthermore, postmodernism in general, can be syncretistic and tolerant of minority perspectives.  There is a hope among many that this change will put the consensus of a whole Jewish generation up for grabs and give greater opportunities for the presentation of Jesus as the Divine Messiah.
However, much of this hope may be sadly ill founded.  Firstly, as David Breslauer points out, there is a postmodern tendency to reject modern concepts of meta-narrative and objective universal truth and to rely on traditional narrative sources instead. (2001:8 in Cohen 2010:5) Within a specifically Jewish context this could restrict the potency of some objective apologetics, such as Jesus’ fulfillment of Messianic Prophecies and the evidence of his resurrection, and instead favor the mystical speculation of some rabbis.  It could well be Kabbalah and Hasidism who will more obviously gain out of this situation not Messianic Judaism. At this point more radical PMJ’s such as David Breslaeur converge with more moderate PMJ’s such as  Stephen Kepnes who claim that “Modern Jews tried to replace Judaism with ethics and rationality….Post modern Judaism is its [Modern Judaisms]repair, return and rehabilitation…a return to Torah, to revelation, to theology, it means re-appreciation” (Kepnes et al 1998:25/26 in Cohen 2010:4) This return is sadly restricted to the texts recognized by normative Judaism, it does not readily include the New Covenant Scriptures, and militates against our closed-authoritative canon and the grammatico-historical approach evangelicals are so comfortable with.  We are left with our original problem, Jesus is naturally perceived by PMJ’s as much as other Jews as simply not being Jewish or for Jews.  And, six months into living in Brooklyn, I find Jhan Moscowoitz convincing when he stresses that support for Israel, consciousness of the Holocaust, and, unfortunately, rejection of Jesus, are the three measures of American Jewish boundary. (It is also incidentally true, that the post-modern impulse for meaning can become self-obsessive instead of idealistic, when seen in the context of the idols of such a selfist culture, this will hardly promote Biblical faith).      
Akiva Cohen and Jhan Moskowitz are also totally correct in arguing how we can work to counter the PMJ reaction to our ministry as as much an alien threat as other Jews do, by teaching in a narrative Midrashic way and building a Messianic havurah movement.  I find it helpful when engaging with PMJ’s to select “an authorized biography” of Jesus- better known as a gospel, and discuss it as narrative story.  Furthermore, the testimonies of Jewish Believers seem to be more readily read by enquirers than the best of objective apologetics.  Also, those enquirers who have become Believers have almost invariably belonged, then behaved and then believed.  They have identified as a member of our havurah, before accepting many of the house rules, only then have they been ideologically changed.  This should be of no surprise- most of us had no idea of doctrine at our point of salvation either!  But we should be crying out for the type of communities that PMJ’s would want to positively hang out with, for in a PMJ culture quality of community is the way ahead for the claiming of Jewish space to affirm Jesus in.  It is this environment of incarnational living which provides the capacity to offer our propositional truth.  Here we can offer the meaning that spiritually sensitive PMJ’s are often thirsty for since “’take up ones cross and follow me’, has the existential vitality to impart a vision worth living and dying for” (Cohen 2010: 13) Nevertheless, we still start off with the outside track and an unfavorable Church-Synagogue history when it comes to attracting the PMJ seeker to our particular havurah, to even consider it is far too non-conformist for the average PMJ.  Nevertheless, I find Jhan Moscowitz’s recipe for a Messianic havurah which would attract seekers convincing, (2010: 6/7) particularly one which provides a focus for both personal study and social action.

Authentic Jewish liturgy which is unashamed of the gospel could be a key component, as PMJ’s are attracted to tradition.  However I would like to issue a warning to Messianic Jewish orthopraxy.  It is simply not good enough merely to copy the synagogue.  Such a lack of ambition is not attractive to the PMJ or any Jewish enquirer.  Why should I face ostracism for joining an imitation of something else, what’s the point and pleasure in that?  Instead I would hope that life and liturgy in a Messianic havurah was in some way different and better, and the key to that is the ministry of the Holy Spirit.  One of the most underused themes in validating Jesus’ deity is his prerogative in sending the Ruach to Israel.  It requires a divine Son to send the divine Spirit to the Covenant People as promised in John 14-16 and delivered in Acts 2.  The gifts that the Spirit dispenses, and the fruit it brings in the lives of people should give our communities the capacity for an extra dimension of community life.  Postmodernists always demand to be “showed not told”.  This is true for all people to some extent, but for them, “action speaks louder than words” has an extra ideological thrust.  The work of the Ruach in Messianic life can hopefully give us the critical edge over normative Judaism, if we are willing to pay the cost of the sacrifices that true holiness brings.  And if our application of authentic Jewish liturgy is also flexible enough to escape the rigidity of expression that can threaten to stifle the freedom of the Spirit.  Furthermore, the Spirit gives us the freedom, to be ourselves, to be truly authentic.  In contrast to this, I suspect that much Messianic Orthopraxy is currently driven by an anxiety to please the expectations of a hypothetical rabbi, who is perched on the Believers shoulder like a parrot.  Such anxiety has the smell of decay and will lead to legalistic bondage. Whereas, the same form of liturgy undertaken in the Spirit and without the slavery of anxiety can be a beautiful demonstration of authentic Biblically Jewish life.
Another area where the grace of the Spirit is required within the life of the Messianic havurah is the necessity to discover how to accept the PMJ enquirer without approving of their lifestyle.  The postmodern generation experiments extensively with alternative lifestyles, and although it also has a tendency to “flirt with but not buy”, it goes places where we would be scandalized if a member of a church youth group or our nice Jewish cousin went. This curiosity has sent them to our shop, but it has also sent the PMJ to most shops in town.  It is doubtful that the conservative, religious or safe will be fairly represented in the line of Jewish enquirers, let alone pushing to the front.  The reality of life in PMJ ministry is that enquirers are experimenting with all kinds of behavior which the Bible calls sin and we can’t approve of it, but on the other hand we need to be unshockable and not over-react to it.  Often they are coming to us because the Orthodox synagogue up the road has already got angry about their drug taking, tattoos or extra-marital sex or recent abortion, so do we go into righteous indignation and lose them too?  No, we accept the individual without approving of all they do, and then we challenge them with the path of being a disciple of Jesus, with its demand for a regime change in the heart and promise of a transformed life.  It is good to remember that although we have to proclaim the truth, conviction of sin in the Holy Spirit’s responsibility.  This isn’t easy, “accepting without approving” is a real test which requires the Spirit to help us with what comes naturally for only a few of us, the balance between being silent about sin on one hand, or driving away the enquirer with a hot outburst on the other.       
One thing I think we should be aware of which Jhan Moskowitz raises is just how complicated and hyphenated PMJ identity can be.  For example, I once played for a cricket team in the London Maccabi League.  When I first played there was one Jewish Believer in the team, but when I hung-up my bat there were three.  It may surprise some Jews in Jewish ministry but I actually related more to Craig and Russell as fellow-cricketers than as a fellow- Jews.  Similarly, we are all many things other than Jews, you may well end up relating to the Jewish “something else” more as a fellow “something else”, than as a fellow Jew; and it could well be less contentious in the earlier days of your relationship with him/her.         
2. CHANGING THE CLIMATE: ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS CONCERNING PRESENTING JESUS AS LORD TO PMJ’S  

I do take on board Akiva Cohen’s caution toward the formulaic, but I do believe that if we could change the climate in which we worked in a certain direction our prognosis for presenting the claims of Jesus to PMJ’s would be considerably improved.  Six years ago I met together with a Pentecostal pastor and a Brethren elder to discuss a presentation we were going to give on effective Jewish evangelism to a very postmodern Jewish community.  We agreed on two things among others.  Firstly, that the person of Jesus, particularly defined by His deity, needs to be at the core of our message, so we have a distinctive and Biblical “gospel”, and secondly that effective Jewish evangelism was like a chair with four legs; but that if you remove one of the legs the chair won’t bear much weight. The first of these legs is to seek the Lord and be engaged in passionate prayer. We often assert this on the basis of texts such as Acts 2: but in reality we have a tendency to initiate activity by decisions made by management committees, and then ask the Lord to bless our choice retrospectively. The second leg is a community of Believers, who love and understand Jewish people: and can make them jealous in the way that Paul advocates in Romans 10.  The third leg is a Jewish person who has a good testimony- by which I don’t mean the spectacular, but a regular mensch- a person who can hold down a job and keep their marriage intact, or, someone you would not mind your sister marrying. Finally, I would add something very down to earth: good food and nice décor in a room where the heating system or air conditioning works- Jewish people are so much more comfortable in an attractive environment!  We agreed that when all four of these conditions are present we set up the environment within which we should  foster the spiritual conditions within which the Holy Spirit draws and convicts (John 6 7-11) and lifts Jesus off the page of His Word. I have consistently seen Jewish people move closer to Jesus or come to know Him directly whenever all four conditions have been present.  
     We also always need to be praying for creative opportunities to proclaim our message, so that PMJ’s make a “second take” of what we say and don’t automatically rule it out on the basis of what the rabbis say. My circle has often enjoyed relating Jesus as a Life Coach to the Wisdom Literature via the Messiah as the embodiment of eternal wisdom in Philippians 2, Colossians 1 and John’s Prologue. Also, we have seen it as productive just to give a young Jewish adult an “authorized biography” of Jesus, and prove his/her willingness to challenge the rabbinical meta-narrative by reading this gospel and coming to his/her own conclusions.  This is a great way of calling the bluff of “open minded” Jewish people, “are you willing to push the boundaries of free-thinking to allow the possibility that apart from not being a fraud, Jesus; the rejection of whom is often perceived as a pillar of Jewish identity- is actually even much more than  a great rabbi or guru”.
     There is a real sense in which innovative evangelistic activities can be fun to use, and work much, much, better, since the Believer enjoys what they are doing. I would encourage us to see evangelism as an act of worship, and try to be creative, all is allowed except the illegal, immoral and boring. To help it have an impact for the claims of Jesus in a post-modern world it would help if Messianic Judaism and Jewish mission was more of a creative community in its expression of tradition, we need to be “shining new light through old windows”. 
In these days of natural disasters- of floods and earthquakes, we are aware of how unstoppable the effects of climate change are.  The main objective of this paper, as far as the author is concerned, is to take us beyond the hard grind, high emotional and financial expense, and limited fruit, of Jewish evangelism in an unfavorable climate; and ask ourselves how can the climate for Jewish ministry be radically altered?  For there have been times in living memory, such as American hippies and post- Soviet Jews where the climate has favored the presentation of the claims of Jesus.  I hope this presentation does not draw us into the mechanical planning of strict recipes, and that is not its intention, but there is surely scope to predict, plan and reap a seasonal harvest by reading and co-operating in the Holy Spirit’s change of climate.  And the presence of a praying community which wants to inclusively love Jewish people, which already involves some credible Jewish Believers, and is culturally attuned to the middle-class aesthetics of Jewish life, gives space for the Word and the Spirit to work powerfully in.  If I was to add a fifth leg on the chair, I would argue for sufficient humility and grace amongst Messianic leadership, to allow them to embrace diversity, and not conformity, within the movement. There is no monochrome Jewish community- instead there are many “Jewish communities”, with members at the core and fringe of each and in-between them.  PMJ’s are different both across geographical regions and social backgrounds, and also within them.  Therefore, even though any tradition we do use needs to be done well for the sake of credibility, it can vary and is not even compulsory, since one size or style does not fit all.  And it may take a period of experiment for a local Messianic Community to discover what really relates to its local constituency.
I genuinely believe that these factors discussed by both myself and my colleagues in this symposium could assist the climate change which would allow the Holy Spirit to lift Jesus and His deity off the page of the Bible and into Jewish hearts and minds.   
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