
Response To Akiva Cohen & J’han Moskowitz:  Communicating the Deity of Yeshua to Post-Modern Jews                           Ruth Fleischer
You might say that I have been involved in this dialogue with our people all my life.  For those of you who don’t know--my parents, both Jews although of very different backgrounds, came to faith in the 1940‘s, studied at MBI and Emmaus, and entered Jewish ministry before I was born.

From age 2 1/2, and throughout my childhood, I heard questions asked regarding Mashiach, and listened to my father explain to many among our people, the necessity of Mashiach’s sacrificial death based in his deity.  Over the course of time, he spoke with Jews as different in perspective as Harry Golden and Dr Joshua Liebman.  I heard their answers, and came to understand their arguments against the Messiahship of Yeshua and the fallacy of the “man-   G-d” solution in which I believed.  Most of them concluded by saying that there was nothing Jewish about the message or the arguments in favour of it.

In 1966, The Condition of Jewish Belief was published by the editors of Commentary Magazine.  It contained articles by 38 rabbis and theologians on what was then called “a contemporary restatement of the basic concepts of Judaism” and “their relevance to the modern age”
.  In it, Baruch Spinoza, declared “cherem” by his own Jewish community because he questioned the existence of G-d, is called “the first modern Jew!”
  

In many ways, Spinoza exemplifies Jews of today--post-modern.  I am not speaking so much of the scholars and theologians, some of whom have been quoted by my esteemed colleagues, but of average Jews in the typical shul or, as is more often the case--NOT in shul.

Most of our people have only a tentative belief in the G-d of Israel, the G-d of the Scriptures.  How tragic to have to say that!  But we all know it to be true.  Most have little theological background or training, unlike the scholars quoted by my colleagues.

And here, let me say, that I found both papers well-written and thoughtful.  Both came not only from the mind but from the heart--a heart of concern for the spiritual state of our people.

And that is where it feel it is necessary to begin--with the heart.

We can speak at length about post-modern thought and post-modern thinkers, and of the responses of those in this category to faith issues, but the real heart of our message does not impact the mind alone.

Mordecai Kaplan, writing long before the post-modern era, and way before his time in terms of “modernism”, spoke of the need for Judaism to be seen as a civilization, a culture, rather than as a faith. Certainly such a perspective appeals today to the many Jews  who have no interest in faith but want to keep their identity (for whatever reason) as Jews.  The majority of American Jews would agree with Kaplan--in fact the Reform Movement has taken much of his agenda on board over the years.  The most “Jewish” thing average American Jews may do on a weekly basis is to have a bagel, cream cheese and lox at the local deli for Sunday brunch!  So--lets look at “average” Jews. . . .

During my first year at university, I had a brilliant psychology professor, head of the psych department, who was both a Jew and a Freudian.  He avowed that he did not believe in G-d.  However, he told me that he was sending his children to the local cheder and was a member of a synagogue “so that his children would grow up as Jews”--to sort out the issue of “faith” at a later date.

My present GP, Dr Andrew Shapira, who always wants to talk about G-d and faith whenever I visit him --struggles with the notion of belief in G-d.  In fact, he doesn’t WANT to believe in G-d (his words), finding the concept of G-d unacceptable to his post-modern mindset.   But he struggles to escape the feeling that G-d may exist despite everything he knows and believes.  His questions to me belie his apparent lack of faith and almost beg me to give him answers which will make faith in G-d viable for him.  

Andrew is a member of the local United Synagogue (called “orthodox” in the UK) because he wants his son to go to a state-established Jewish school--belonging to the synagogal organisation of the Chief Rabbi has long been a requirement for enrollment, although this may be changing.  So--his son believes in G-d.  Andrew told me that during his own father’s illness, his son went early to school so that he could go to the synagogue and pray for his grandfather’s return to health.  Andrew asked me, “should I tell him what I believe--that this is nonsense?”

A Jewish podiatrist in my town, whom I met last year, immediately asked me why I was living in the UK (everyone does--when they find out I’m from CA).  When I told him I was here for my job, he was surprised to learn that I am a rabbi, and wanted to know what kind.  I explained that I am a Messianic rabbi--so he wanted to know what I believe that is different from what the United Synagogue rabbi believes.  Yes, he is a member of the same synagogue as Andrew, and for the same reason.  He believes in a Divine Power of some sort, and his wife, also a Jew, is into crystals and spiritism rather than Judaism.  Neither of them favour Orthodoxy.

We all know Jews like these.  They represent (yes, even the first one) a post-modern mentality in which there are no absolutes.  The first subject we address with them is unlikely to be the divinity of Yeshua unless they are simply curious about our rather odd beliefs or want to argue (I have never found that arguments lead anywhere--certainly not to faith)!  The subject of Yeshua’s divinity will probably not be the second or the third issue either.  And when we DO get around to talking about Yeshua’s deity, if that time comes, and after considerable dialogue, the ground should have been laid for what we are going to say.  At least, that has been my experience.

How was it done in the past?  How DID we communicate the divinity of Yeshua to past generations?  Many of the same conflicts, issues, and concerns prevail today in post-modern Jewish minds.  The most serious change in our people is the lack of genuine belief in G-d.  Jews living seventy-five years ago believed in G-d, even to some degree, in the G-d of the Scriptures.  Many--including my grandparents--in the coming of Mashiach.  Jews today--for the most part--do not have genuine faith.  It is not G-d who is dead--it is faith!

Communicating genuine faith in the One true G-d is more difficult than it has ever been.  Our world is in turmoil and many have little hope in the future.  Israel is no longer held up as the shining hope for Jews, a place where Jews can live freely as Jews and be safe, the ultimate solution to our wandering and persecution. Anti-Semitism is everywhere--even within Jewish circles, where self-hating Jews decry everything that tastes, smells, or looks Jewish, and want nothing to do with “Jewish faith.”  We have lots of those kinds of Jews in the UK--and I’m sure they exist here in the USA, and in Israel too.

I like Akiva’s thoughts on community.  I believe community is central to our discussion of theology, whether dealing with Yeshua’s deity or any other issue.  Where are we coming from?  Who are we?  These questions matter even to post-modern Jews without faith and often even without community ties.

I can only speak for myself.  Having grown up as a Hebrew Christian, I know the consequences of exchanging identity for faith--as with land for peace, one ends up with neither.  I had a more Jewish upbringing than most, but I saw many of my peers--the children of other Jewish believers--disappear into the church with not a thought for our people or for our heritage.  Most didn’t even call themselves Jews.  Some were completely without faith as well.  Certainly their children would have no attachment to anything Jewish unless they reclaimed this heritage for themselves.

When I speak with Jews about my faith, THAT context is--and always has been--a non-starter.  In fact, Jewish believers in Mashiach Yeshua have been accused of abandoning our people for the seeming benefits of assimilation and acceptance.  Growing up I felt like a fish swimming always upstream.  No one among my Jewish friends asked me about the divinity of Yeshua because they were much more interested in  whether or not I celebrated Pesach or kept Shabbat and Yom Kippur.

More than a century ago there were Jews who believed that being part of the Jewish community was the best position from which to approach our people with the besorah of Mashiach.

Rabbi Isaac Lichtenstein of Hungary, shared his faith with Talmudists and Jewish scholars in various parts of Europe.  Missions and church denominations wanted to employ him as their representative but he refused: “. . . I am not drawn to Christendom. . . .  I will remain among my own brethren, as a watchman from within, to warn them and plead with them to behold Jesus the true glory of Israel.”

Rabbi Avraham Jacob Schwartzberg of Poland, came to faith in 1828.  This was his perspective:  “The Jews often believe that persons are baptized in order to escape reproach, or to live in Christian quarters of the city . . . but I will show that none of these things move me.  I am a Jew . . . and whatever inconvenience or reproach may result, I wish to bear it with my brethren.”

I wish now that I could go back and talk to some of my school friends and share my faith as it is today--rooted and grounded in the sacrificial atonement of Mashiach Yeshua, my Jewish heritage, the Scriptures and an understanding of G-d that I did not have as a teenager.  In fact, I may have that opportunity, as I hope shortly to meet with 3 high school friends and a former teacher--all Jews--whom I have not seen for 40 years.

What will I tell them about my faith?  Mashaich has come!  Unlike my Orthodox neighbours in the UK, I am no longer waiting for that event but for his return in glory, when all our people will know him and receive him as Redeemer and King.

Our conflict with traditional Judaism is not new, nor is the inability of our people to understand our message.  Since we, as a people, rejected a return to Temple worship, and side-lined the sacrificial system as unnecessary for forgiveness, our people have abandoned the truth--that only a blood sacrifice is sufficient to make atonement for sin.  Scripture declares that no MAN can die for the sins of another, therefore only G-d Himself in His mercy and grace could provide redemption.  Until a Jewish person understands the need for teshuvah, repentance, and atonement, the deity of Yeshua is often only a red herring brought out to conveniently conceal the lack of any real interest in the G-d of our fathers.  

What do we need to proclaim to our people today?  What is the greatest need in our post-modern world?  I believe G-d gives us the answer when He speaks these words through the prophet Yishiyahu (52:7):  

“How beautiful upon the mountain are the feet of him that brings good news, that publishes peace, that brings good news of good, that publishes salvation; that says unto Zion, YOUR G-D REIGNS!”  

Our people need to know that G-d is alive, victorious, triumphant and with us today.
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