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Messianic Judaism has emerged over the past quarter ceaturfya movement of
biblical positivism. Birthed from the Free Church moegiy Messianic Judaism
inherited a hermeneutical legacy of objectivism, based upenies of operations
systematically performed upon the texts of scriptureiatashded to produce
foundational and unassailable truth. Though this approaehaeational basis to the
inchoate movement, it ignored the broader range of Kistad tradition, as well as the

effects of the personal experience of the expositahenext.

Self-appointed nomenclature such as ‘God’s End-Time JéMastement’ gives
unsettling testimony to an interpretive grid that is dist by grandiose expectations and
invalidated certitude. After several decades of unfulfilledcafyptic promises, many
adherents were left shaking their heads at the prospget more spiritual claims which
fail to answer the on-the-ground needs of contempoifary Though Messianic Judaism
has matured and general sensibilities have moderatedimoeestill little has been done
to approach or adjust the operating systems and methgduilagerpretation which are
applied to the texts of Scripture, the primary sourceedmmng for the movement. As a
result, many leaders and teachers within Messianic Judi@genbeen left conflicted,
vacillating between their most deeply held values onhamel and fidelity to stultified
understandings of the sacred texts on the other. c8ufffio say that unless Messianic

Judaism develops new and creative ways of approachingxteddalerive current



application and meaning for proclamation and practiceillifail to remain credible,
viable and compelling for present adherents and the poteatitijeneration of

believers.

It is with this concern in mind that | will share seadavbservations which | believe
characterize areas of significant difficulty that sl&are as Messianic Jewish expositors.
As an intrinsically creative movement, many have dygaivately begun the arduous
task of grappling with new approaches to the texts in pghching and practice. By
articulating these concerns and pointing to some new fitefor interpreting the text,

| hope to stimulate a discourse that will help to libex@ur collective understandings of

the Sacred Canon.

How modernity has shaped our collective consciousness

At first blush it would seem quite impossible to imaginat the Messianic Jewish
hermeneutical approach was shaped BYydehtury philosophical tradition but, as is
often the case, we have been effected more by thahwi@aesist than by that to which
we aspire. The age of enlightenment created a percemsmh with the sacred texts, a

tension whose ripples are still felt by believers today

In the midst of social chaos in Europe, Descartdgdasd the philosophy of ‘interiority’
whereby the individual consciousness could generatavitssense of certitude. An
individual could establish himself as an objective, disesgted center which dominated

the margins. The enterprise established new modelsoefledge grounded in



objectivity that was designed to provide an epistemodédgiecurity that was lost in the
dissolution of the medieval world-vieTwo complementary models of knowledge
arose. The first was logical and coherent and waedigd by a ‘disembodied mind'.
The second type of knowledge was derived from the expgeiand the empirical, and
therefore the factual. What resulted from the ‘priogg@bjectivism’ was the

nullification of the tradition of the church and crowrat had failed to provide securify.

According to Stephen Toumlin in his bo@lsmopolismodernity produced four
gualifiers for true knowledge. There was a move froendtal to the written, the
particular to the universal, the local to the general,feom the occasional to the
timeless. So great truths were understood to operatgvdverre, for everyone, and in

every circumstance. All truth formed a coherent adilisible whole.?

Theological interpretations began to follow these spaths of objectivity and certitude.
In a recent conversation, a colleague mused, “Wheokl & the theological world | have
constructed, | realize that | have drawn a circlelgai®und myself, my friends and my

family. I'm beginning to think something is amiss.” Bui have created a system of

theological reality that is absolute and hermeticadlgled, it has been largely due to the
perceived threat of historical criticism which soughtiteate a system of validation of

the texts contingent upon the facticity of theigari Rather than denying the historical
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critical movement’s foundational assumptions, we rgamerally chosen to accept them
while denying their theological implications and resutg tracing the paths of the
historical critical movement and subsequent developmentdhveimerged from it in the
theological landscape of the twentieth century, | Hopexpose where its footprints have

become obstacles in our hermeneutical approach.

Falling in the historical-critical trap

The shaping of the history-oriented paradigm is mosinadttributed to Julius
Wellhausen and the ‘history of religions’ school. Walliban continued in the process of
de-mystifying the Old Testament texts in the footsteggopredecessors in historical
criticism, especially Wette, Vatke and Graf. He did sadeytifying distinctions in the
literary form of the Scripture and tying these distimiesi to specific sources that
presumably chronicle the development of Israel’s worsliipe JE (Jehovistic)
represented the earliest development of Israel'snduwdin worship was natural and
spontaneous, D (Deuteronomic) corresponds to the Jos&arens (622 BCE) when
worship is centralized in one place, and P (Priestlyksithe last stage whereby a
priestly system of theocracy develops as the legal alittcabmechanism of a post-
exilic government. His approach was quite Hegelian inithietognized the sources as
the product of stages of development that moved frorprihtive to the more maturé.
Under this school, Scripture was regarded as a mere refdoiddarical vicissitudes, the
bi-product of a localized religious cult, and thereforeitgno value as ‘real truth’

outside of its original context, as seen through theghtégnment lens of ‘objectivity’.



It is understandable, then, that those who relied antéttugpon the authority of
Scripture for faith and practice would be adamantly opposg@aen threatened by the
historical-critical approach to biblical theology. Fundataésm retreated into a bulwark
of hyper-Calvinist theology that lost much of the nieaand exegetical genius of the
reformer, yet maintained all of his dogmatic structure, then some. This reaction,
though, was logical and predictable. Calvin had alreaégted a radical shift in
perspective from seeing the church as the source of th&Bauthority, to seeing the
Bible as self-authenticating. Well before the Enlightent, Calvin had already offered
epistemological security for a changing world. Calsiekegetical approach called for
the expositor to strive for the ‘natural’, ‘genuine’liveral sense of the text. He identified
the literal with the author’s intention through carditi@rary, historical and philological
analysis of each biblical writer. While it is diffitdor any Bible believer to deny the
efficacy ofsola scriptura,it should be noted that Calvin himself returned to the
hermeneutics of the Greek Fathers in stressing thdisance of the ‘scope of Christ’ in
all of the Scriptur@. What emerges is a picture of the reformer’s thepinfprming his
exegesis. Brevard S. Childs had the following to sayatihe relationship between
Calvin’s exegesis and theology.

Nowhere is Calvin’s thought more profound than when fieats on the

relationship between exegesis and theology. Of courssalde no

distinction between Biblical Theology and Dogmatid$at it was not by

chance that he separated his works intdrikgtutesand into

Commentariegmerges with clarity in his criticism of Melanchth@ucer

and Bullinger. Already in the preface to the 1536 editioth@Institutes

he set forth plainly his intent: ‘it has been my pugwsthis labor to
prepare and instruct candidates in sacred theologydaetding of the
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divine Word, in order that they may be able both to leasy access to it

and to advance it without stumbliny'.
The irony of Calvin’s position was the inability to appcbdhe text alone without
deductive presuppositions informed by those who went befdfiextizely the historical
tradition of the church combined its voice symphonicaklhwhe voices of the putative
authors. For us as expositors, then, to imagine whdtthintention of the biblical
authors was apart from the church tradition paradoxiceigmbles the ‘school of
religions’ mindset, even if our intentions regarding abéhority of Scripture are polar
opposite. Curiously, as products of modernity, we havptaddhe Enlightenment
model of objectivity and generally bear the burden of higtgras the qualifier of

validity.

While | do not think the Messianic Jewish movement ig/tifundamentalist’, the fears,
concerns and prejudices we have inherited regarding cisgptthary approaches to the
Scripture have stifled our hermeneutical developmenho&s of deconstructionist
rhetoric have caused us to casually dismiss broader ap@oto the text. In a recent
article entitledThree Reasons Messianic Jews Believe the Scriptuefiend and
colleague Barnelasdan writes

For some the Bible is simply a man made book lacéhl tive human

errors of creativity. Others (most notably the JEREDbtists) may show a

measure of respect for the message of the Scriptures edliing into
question much of its internal content and structure.
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| greatly appreciate Kasdan’s deep and abiding faith and raspead for the authority
of Scripture, but the message is clear — if you dishessdnstruction of the texts you
have at least one foot outside of the pale. Thersag is clear, as per Toumlin’s
observation of Enlightenment thinking, that only an unbnoketten tradition is reliable
to transmit true knowledge. Kasdan goes on to say, “The faet that the Tenach uses
over 2000 times the phradeoh amar Adonai(thus says the LORD) should be enough to
merit consideration.” The idea of the enterprisewshln partnership in the
communication of the divine message appears to be thmegtenhis epistemological
security concerning the authority of the texts, if hesidered the possibility of such a
partnership at all. Also the fact that Torah itselfegivestimony to archival records that
were kept early in Israel’s history (Ex. 17:14, Num. 21:14) setenbe ignored.
Furthermore, the casual yet polemical dismissallBPD Theorists’ could imply an
unawareness of the many subsequent hermeneutical dexitpin the past eighty
years. Though literary criticism continues to be usealtasl for scriptural
deconstruction by some, the various disciplines thas daveloped in the twentieth
century can be used to shed great light on our understgnolithe texts without

necessarily challenging the authority of Scripture.

Approaching history astradition

Given the tremendous effect Wellhausen'’s ‘history ofjietis’ school had on the
development of theological thought throughout the tve¢intcentury, it seems almost
inconceivable that its primary period of dominance lastey fifty years from the latter

half of the nineteenth century until the period followingrld War I. Though



Wellhausen'’s search for facticity undermined the authofithe texts, his identification
of clear literary sources proved invaluable in later dgu@lents of biblical theology,

especially the form critical and tradition-history aai approaches.

Hans-Joachim Kraus built upon Wellhausen’s work in his sahfiookWorship In

Israel. Kraus argues that if Wellhausen’s concepts of developmstatges in Israelite
history are to be of any value two major ideologicalglisfmust be avoided. First, it
needed to be separated from its Hegelian motivationsseoahd it would need to take
into account the interaction of ‘sacred tradition’ wtitle historical development of
Israel’s religion. He viewed Israel’'s worship as atsd drama’ that manifests a greater

reality. Kraus understood this ‘greater reality’ asesaritual response to their Gotl.

Building upon the work of Alt, Mowinkel and von Rad, Kraufism-criticism showed
that it was possible to use the literary seams offietkiein a manner which moved beyond
Wellhausen’s preoccupation with literary origins and putaivihors. Under the form-
critical approach the text is liberated from the prigbliterary source dating in

principally two ways.

1) The understanding of Israel’s religious tradition cargate the formation of the
texts. Therefore, the dynamic tradition cannot begassl to one group, locked in the
historical continuum. Even if a later date is assigodtie texts, such as the priestly

tradition, they probably retained and were thereforséal out of an earlier tradition.

8 H.-J KrausWorship In Israel: A Cultic History of the Old Testame®t Buswell trans. (Richmond: John
Knox, 1965).



2) lIsrael’s religious system could be seen as standingyedg apart from ancient Near
Eastern mythologies. Where the historical paradigewed Israel’s cult and the
Sumerian and Phoenician cults as having common origmstatitional-historical
paradigm understood such similarities as peculiaritiestwi@sulted from a shared
environment at the time of inception. Even if somescdél's practices developed as

ritual polemic, they were still viewed as unigque expressidsrael’s cosmology.

This approach paved the way for much of the significaaaltgy of the Hebrew
Scriptures that would be done through the remainder diwetieth century, including
major accomplishments in Conservative Jewish and&weasve Evangelical Christian
circles. For the former it allowed a bridge betwdwpesher(or ‘plain-sense’) approach
of the Mishnaic and Rashi traditions and the ‘abstnae#nings’ of the text suggested by
Maimonides. For the latter, the tradition layered apgraadistory allowed a sufficient
response to the inchoate flow of archeological anehsific discovery, while maintaining

a continued respect for the divine origins of the Scrigture

In the late 1960’s Kenneth Kitchen and Meredith Kline petelently and almost
simultaneously arrived at theories of the Deuteronditeiature based upon close
comparison with the Suzerain treaties of the secoildrmium BCE. Though both
scholars maintain an early dating of the texts, Kdéirezlits the form-critical analysis of
Gerhard von Rod as foundational to his understanding obtrenantal patterns of the
text. In a review of von Rad’s commentary on Deuteroy, Kline writes

The studies of the structure of Deuteronomy made by vant\Renty-five
and even thirty-five years ago remarkably anticipated Wwaat



subsequently been revealed by the publication of evidencetlas torm
of ancient treaties. He had recognized in Deuteronomgadttern of a
covenantal renewal ceremony, and the more recent igageti of the
treaties has made it clear that the pattern identiiyedon Rad was indeed
covenantal. Yet, now that there is objective confitarathat his form-
critical analysis was pointing in the proper directiorseems more
embarrassed than gratified. Apparently the evidence waoaddHan
farther than he is prepared to go. For it shows thatdvuenantal pattern
was not just cultic but documentary. Furthermore it dises a more
comprehensive structuring of Deuteronomy according to thendetary
paradigm and at the same time testifies to an ealdier for the book in
the overall integrity of its treaty form than vondRahistorical-
philosophical predilections will permit him to accebt.

This acknowledgment clarifies several misconceptionsatewidely held in the

Messianic Jewish movement.

1) Higher-critical studies are the tools of agnostics arthot be synthesized adequately
by those who trust in divine inspiration of the texts.

2) Divine inspiration should be sanitarily free of humarrgption and cultural
packaging.

3) Acceptance of the ‘Documentary Hypothesis’ demandsaigoadherence to
hermetically sealed literary categories which refidct structures of historical
development. Kline identifies the layered influenceshefdultic tradition on the

documentary structure.

Perhaps John Sailhamer best sums up the tradition-his@pjoeach from a
Conservative Evangelical perspective in an articléherfirst creation account.
Two dimensions are always at work in shaping such narsatiethe

course of the historical event itself and (2) the viewpofirihe author who
recounts the events. This means that one must notam¥yak the course

® M.G. Kline, “Book Review of Commentary of Deuteronomy®yvon Rad”, The Westminster
Theological Journal, XXX, ¢1968) 233
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of the event in its historical setting, but one musb éok for the purpose
in recounting the events of the Book of Genesis in histbriarrative:°

Sailhamer offers the following example.

One of the more obvious elements is the repetitidhephrase ‘evening

and morning,” which divides the passage into a seven-daynsche

Creation forms a period of one workweek concluding witesa day.

Already this simple structural framework is the tiltinftlee account that

betrays the interests of the author — Creation iwetkin terms of man’s

own workweek!*
The explanation is clear. From the perspective ofrdmition-historical approach, the
historical narratives of Scripture are not viewed measlyactual timelines of historical
events. Rather, they represent a process of selestaboonstruction of features of the

historical event that most characteristically porérdye meaning of the event as

conceived by the author.

The form-critical and tradition-historical approaches geaithe landscape of NT studies
as well. Richard Longeneckemsblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Peripdoved to be

not only groundbreaking and controversial, but has beemagfcearly reference in the
development of Messianic Jewish understandings of thet@jmowitness? By

comparing the New Covenant Scriptures with the Mishnaeanlgt rabbinic texts,
Longenecker identifies similarities in the exegetigamtions used to extend the
meaning of the scriptures. Longenecker built upon the foiticad work of Moffat,

Vermes, Manson, Loewe and others, with the intentiadeoftifying those

103, Sailhamer, “Exegetical Notes: Genesis 1:1-2:Pariity Journal 5, New Series(Spring 1984) 73-82
11 yphi
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presuppositions that informed the exegesis of the bildigdlors. Geza Vermes had
postulated years earlier:

In inter-testamental Judaism there existed a fundamemitglof

exegetical tradition. This tradition, the basiseligious faith and life,

was adopted and modified by its constituent groups, thedekarithe

Qumran sectaries and the Judeo-Christians. We haeeresult, three

cognate schools of exegesis of the one message recoithedBible, and

it is the duty of the historian to emphasize that nofrthem can properly

be understood independent of the otHérs.
Uniquely, Longenecker was less concerned with “the braasiees of relationship of the
testaments and the development of biblical religioahthe was in discerning
“distinguishable patterns of usage and development that apgéarvarious strata of the
biblical citations within the New Testament”. The npeetive and theological

implications that resulted from this approach, howewere unavoidable, especially for

the Messianic Jewish movement.

This approach is naturally attractive to Messianic Jewigositors. It allows for the
emergence of a thoroughly Jewish faith which, at a codeegé is more organically
connected to incipient rabbinic Judaism. But again our fugddstorical objectivity for
validation can be as much of a trap as an assurance tseOral Law is, to some
degree, a misnomer. Though it claims earlier oral sstbe earliest written record is
the third century C.E. The Mishnaic voice is singular spmetific fidelity to earlier
pronouncements are not generally considered to be textlisdigrnable apart from its
own claims. Therefore, if we continue to demand digoaus written record, we are left

with an otherwise surreptitious continuity with Jewisstory.

12



Also, the apostolic witness is not a monolith, whact only exhibits internal continuity
but discontinuity as well. The intention of the imegd authors varies greatly as do their
structure and genre. Therefore, to juxtapose a singrigslate over the apostolic
writings would tend to narrow their scope and potentidiil®\the Midrashic approach
may work well with Hebrews 11 and Romans 4 and 9, Romans fistance, shows
greater affinity to 2 Esdras. The apocalyptic literaané intertestamental work should
not be sacrificed on the altar of Midrash when examgirsitylistic parallels in the
apostles’ testimony. New studies in Second Temple Judaisth as those done by
James Charlesworth, Lawrence Schiffman and Gabreéed®cini, should be engaged
and used to inform our understanding of both the literatndethe world views that
shaped the inspired crafting of the apostolic withessough Longenecker does engage
the most contemporary Second Temple literature avajlald heavy reliance upon the
midot (rabbinic exegetical operations used to extend the meanthg téxt) to produce

his imagined cognate diminishes the effective voicéefapocalyptic literature.

Another area of tradition-historical study which hasrb&argely ignored in the Messianic
Jewish movement is in the area of rhetorical anal§gganley Stowers reinterprets the
writings of Paul by comparing his discourse with extéetorical guides of the period.
Stowers explains his approach to the text.

In order to read a text, a person must understand bothdke language
and a specific practical context. Thus a text is hjgative in the sense
that it is ever given or noninterperted. The markiogshe paper are
meaningful only because they constitute the conventbagarticular
community. In different contexts of social activityetsame markings
might have different meanings. In another culture theesaarkings
might mean something different or nothing at all. Texésaaly objective

13 G. Vermes, “The Qumran Interpertation Of ScripturesrHistorical Setting, Alous VI(1966-68) 95
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in the sense that a community agrees deeply abouiitie mneaning.

Their interpretation is relatively determinate mosthef time because they
play certain fairly stable roles in various socialgbhices. Communities
however are always changing, and the shared meaningfuliastthat
constrain the meanings of the text also change. Elaéitms of the
communities consist of oral and written texts thateheontinued to be
made meaningful by shared activitiés.

Stower’s point is clear, the texts are composedpreaagreed upon set of social cues.
Without a clear sense of modes of communication, saoiahs, webs of belief, and
preunderstandings of words and phrases, the objective odibertext moves from
communicator and audience to the cultural world of thermeter. Furthermore, the
interpreter is viewing the text through a grid layered wehturies of interpretations.

Since the practical contexts change as the commuaohawge, the

meaning of the texts change. The original practical ebotfePaul’s

letters is not the same practical contexts of ttterle as scripture in

worship, moral instruction, and doctrinal controversyheffourth century

imperial church. To approximate the readings given totareke first or

fourth centuries, modern scholars must grasp the codrasariing

belonging to the practical social activities of thediand place in

question®
Thirty years earlier Krister Stendhal wrote a pionggassay on Paul and the West’s
understanding of introspective conscience. Stendhal had aftatetie nature of Paul's
public alleviation of conscience, as it had been trauiiy understood in Romans 7:7-
25, was anachronistic and inconsistent with the rhetlostyle of the period. He also

pointed out Paul's consistently odd use of pronouns, sfteaking in first person when

the context did not seem to reflect the grammar., 8tlloffered little explanation or

14 S K. StowersA Rereading of Romans: Justice, Jews and Gerftilew Haven: Yale University Press,
1994), 7
' bid, 7-8
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comparative reference for Paul's stylistic peculiesit'® Stowers understands this text,
along with others, as@osopopoiiaa type of speech-in-character common to the Greco-
Roman world whereby a speaker places a speech in thé oicartother person or an
imagined interlocutor, or where an inanimate object spé#ksrgues that it contains
allusions to words made famous by Euripides’ Medea, whiclghaxdd such cultural
importance that Paul's readers could not have possilsyedithe echo of the Medean
saying. “A suppressed intertextual connection might be gipbaverful as as one thrown

into the foreground in the form of an explicit quotatidh.

This type of rhetorical analysis of the text can semvenormous purpose for the
Messianic Jewish movement. By stripping away two miliem of church

interpretation, the texts are liberated from the aetwsh grid through which they were
often read. When Mark Nanos wratbe Mystery of Romanke painted a new and
refreshing picture of Paul as the builder of a commutnitig to covenant Israel, yet
inspired by the radical changes brought by the comingeofssiatt® Nano’s analysis
of Romans was so well received in the wider Jewishdatbat he received a Jewish
Book Award, yet he received a relatively mixed reactiahiw Messianic Judaism. The
reaction was predictable, though, since this type dfiallanalysis misses the Cartesian

standards of objectivity, which, as | have argued, we mherited through Modernity

16 K.Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the Introspedfieascience of the WestHarvard Theological
Review 56 (1963), 199-215

" Stowers, 264-269. Stowers cites Cicero, Quintilian, angribgymnasmatgelementary rhetorical
exercises) of Theon, Hermogrenes, and Aphthonius dse#tevidence from the rhetorical tradition for
prosopopoiian the early empire.

8M. Nanos,The Mystery of RomarfMinneapolis: Fortress, 1996)
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and have established as the qualifiers of real knowledgst 8fatements of Scripture
would be viewed by rhetorical-historical analysis as Iguaitticular, and occasional,
often responding to social cues, hidden from us by antiqgetypresumably known by
the encoded audience. Summing this up in a nutshell, Natere@xraneously stated in
a 1996 lecture, “We have to realize that when we read Romarare reading somebody

else’s mail.*®

Honest as this may be, it is none the less thneajd¢o those who trust in
the authority of Scripture for faith and practice. Sevafare not going to bury our heads
in the sand but, rather, choose to engage the broad rhlitgeany and historical insights
which informs our understanding of the biblical literatwve, will need to adopt new

models by which we understand the veracity and influentieose Scriptures.

Moving from history to text

As | have previously noted, | believe we have unconsciomaliged into a trap of post-
Enlightenment thought which threatens our ability to ekxtraportance and genuine
meaning for contemporary life. Often our approach taekiehas become overly
descriptive, seeking to state unequivocally the intergicthe biblical author. But if we
follow this course to its honest and logical extent,come to realize that the more we
learn of this world thousands of years removed, its laggués culture, and its social
norms and mores, the more we still fail to know. Femttrore, trying to ascertain the
motivations of the biblical authors can be extrensdlisive since the encoded
information concerning the details of circumstance wting are, at best, limited and

often subject to the interpreter’s predilections. iRetance, in Roman’s 2:1-5 the

19 Speaking at a private lecture sponsored by the NortRegson of the UMJC in Sturbridge, MA in
January 1996.
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hypocritical and arrogant judge who is being admonished hdisdrally been
understood to be a Jew since the time of Augustine wheeldie®nship between
Christianity and Judaism had already declined. The pauseuwjhhelicited by the
chapter break just prior to this discourse serves to suppoitan assertion. But that
chapter break was not part of the texts of Scriptutdelbeginning of Chapter Two is
appended to the end of the last chapter, a strong cade caade for the imagined
interlocutor being a gentile based upon the identificatidcheaudience as gentiles in
verse 13. But by reading forward to 2:17, one could concled&ugustine did, that Paul
is still speaking to the same opponent and that this persalror imagined, is in fact a
Jew. To do so would require me to understand Paul as aom@mn, which | do not.
Certainly though, my understanding of this text is tiethyounderstanding of Paul's

motivations, which is invested with my own ecclesiadtand sentimental interests.

| am not suggesting that we abandon either the histandadguistical approach to the
text, rather that we re-imagine these and the otlaytaral approaches to Scripture
within new boundaries of reality. The two boundariaslgoing to suggest are
‘canonical reality’ and ‘perspective reality’, with tketer emanating from the former.
By ‘cannonical reality’ | am refering to the approachn@ered by Brevard Childs. Childs
was one of the first and certainly one of the mosuaritial critics of the hegemony of
historicity in biblical studies. Childs succinctly states tllemma he was confronting.

Having experienced the demise of the Biblical Theology mmzre in

America, the dissolution of the broad European consansukich | was

trained, and a widespread confusion regarding theologidattieh in

general, | began to realize that there was somethirdgafoentally wrong

with the foundations of the biblical discipline. It wast a question of
improving on source analysis, of discovering some unrecedmegaw
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genre, or of bringing a redaction level into sharper foRasher, the
crucial issue turned on one’s whole concept of the stlithyedBible itself.
| am now convinced that the study of the Bible and gsldygical use as
religious literature within a community of faith and preetneeds to be
completely rethought. Minor adjustments are not only inadegbat also
conceal the extent of the dry FSt.
The general characteristic of the canonical approatthpgkace the context for meaning
of the biblical text primarily in the canon, and secoiigam history. It is the Word
within the canonical text that is authoritative andetatory, not the putative documents,
historical backdrop, or social particularities that infloesh or contributed to its
development from origins to final canonization. Thouglo#ier factors inform the

understanding of the text, it is the final form of tegttthat discloses a theological reality

normative for the faith of the community.

Though Childs sought to deal with the problems which developid @ther end of the
theological spectrum, the minimalist tendencies efttistorical critical school, he began
a process of articulating clear boundaries which | belae helpful for Messianic
Judaism as well. It was never the intention of #mgoaical approach to undermine the
contributions of the cross-disciplinary studies of #ydg but, rather, to give them
meaning and importance within the process of divine producfi@tripture. If, then, we
acknowledge the divine articulation upon the entire breaticripture as a ‘final
product’, we become liberated to engage the full rangeudfes that will help to inform
our understanding of the message contained within. Acaptdithe canonical approach,

“God is as evident in the redaction of Scripture as Inetise original transmission.” The

20B.S. Childs/ntroduction to the Old Testament as Script(Pailadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), 15.
By biblical theology Childs is referring to the histal-critical paradigm. He later admits that ‘thente
Biblical Theology is ambiguousTheology of the Old and New Testamghts
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uncovering of human fingerprints upon the text, then, shoot threaten our fidelity to
the authority of the text. This approach could be constigrcarnational in that it

recognizes the full humanity and the full divinity afripture.

Childs himself does not go this far, however. In.fai approach to the canon can be
quite static in that it principally finds meaning in tieaf form of the text. The use of
this static approach to the canon could be potentialficdif for Messianic Judaism in
significant ways. Emphasis on the latent final formegialmost complete authority to the
Church Fathers who were responsible for the recogmiocess which led to the
canonical construction. Many of those involved were poolifriters who have left us
volumes which unambiguously describe their attendantadged. Unfortunately, many
of their ideologies contain anti-Jewish bias. A stapproach to the final form can
mistakenly canonize their intentions. Without traditidstorical explanation, the internal
Jewish disputes, which surface on the pages of the aipasiivless, can take on a tone
of universality that can perpetuate anti-Jewish undetstgs. If we were to adopt
Childs’ approach unmodified, the New Covenant texts woulteavery least be
rendered unserviceable for the development of Messianisl@vactice since they

could not be reconciled with historic Judaism, without trahistorical analysis.

Others, though, have developed dynamic models of canon wbidhwell for the
development of a Messianic Jewish understanding gptbice. Paul Hanson recognizes
community as the agency for the development of this tehe Bible. According to

Hanson, the community is defined by interrelated qualitieislware given from God.
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Since righteousness is God'’s universal standard of jushiegaeople of God maintain
strict adherence to a ritual standard which mirrorsjtlsice. Compassion is the quality
of God that tempers justice with mercy, so the peop(@anf being delivered out of
bondage maintain standards of justice that do not ensldeeship is then understood
within the canon as the communicator of God’s highestsirals. According to Hanson,
“Only in worship of this unique God, Israel believed, couldhtegpusness and
compassion intertwine as strands of one life-enhanciokgge.” Like the earlier form-
critical work, this approach centers on worship. Therlison is that the center of the
discussion is not interrelated history, rather thenmsgy of the community of faith
which can be understood directly from the accepted carfos.approach recognizes that
the community shapes the canon and the canon shapesimunity, and both
interactions happen in direct response to the divinaiivé. It is the dynamic and
developing notion of the faith community, then, thatsta@utes the canonical reality for

Hanson?!

Jon Levenson approaches the text from a similar pasitf hough Levenson contends
that Jews are not interested in the enterprise othitheology?, he clearly identifies
and analyzes the religious cult of Israel within thatext and boundaries of the Hebrew
Scriptures, liberating it from the margins of developrakhistory. He understands the
rituals and worship practices of Israel as a re-enadtofemeation and an

implementation of God’s creative design. Levensqrians:

2 p.D. HansonThe People Called, The Growth of Community in the BNév York: Harper and Rowe,
1986), 70-78

223, Levenson, “Why Jews Are Not Interested in BibliBaéology”, The Hebrew Bible, The Old
Testament and Historical Criticismhquisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1993), 33-61
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Priestly tradition has adapted its own saoegimenthe picture of creation
without the opposition as evidenced in Psalm 104. As & rdsel creative
ordering of the world has become something that humanitycaonly
witness and celebrate, but something in which it cantalse part.

Among the many messages of Genesis 1:1-2:3 is this: hoiggh the cult
that we are enabled to cope with evil, for it is the thdt builds and
maintains order, transforms chaos into creation, enadhimanity, and
realizes the kingship of the God who has ordained theandlIt
commanded that it be guarded and practiced. It is throughrdetives of
the divine master that this world comes into existéfice.

Levenson, like Hanson, recognizes the responses to deelying social order behind
the scriptural text as God-imbued. Therefore they do mtceeGod to a powerful
symbol, as some social scientists might in theardiry critique of the texts. Nor do they
understand God as a cosmic CEO shouting orders to theabs®icretarial pool. Rather,

God is the director, the inspiration behind a sacred drgoding and informing the

performing artists as they interpret and animate Hidigsegision.

Richard Hays regards Paul, the inspired writer, as thé d&f visionary. Though he is
admittedly grateful and reliant upon historical criticedights, his analyses of Paul is
most reliant upon the author’s own words, as interpogtsiof Scripture. This is how

Hays explains his foundational position.

Paul did not think of himself as a writer of Scripture;vias writing
pastoral letters to fledgling churches, interpreting Scrgpfby which he
meant the texts that Christians later began to lealf®ld Testament”) to
guide these struggling communities as they sought to undets&nd
implications of the gospel. It requires a disciplineidrgfof historical
imagination to keep reminding ourselves that when Paukwhere was
no New Testament; As Wayne Meeks has wryly observetht‘the
Christian movement existed once without the canon wlatein became
constitutive of it is a fact whose hermeneutical gigance has not, even

2], LevensonCreation and the Persistence of Evil :The Jewish DramawihBiOmnipotencéPrinceton:
Princeton University Press, 1988), 127
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now, fully impressed itself on our theology.” ... If weproach Paul's

letters a priori as Scripture in their own right, we the risk of distortion

through a hieratic reading that loses sight of thetohisal contingency

and hermeneutical innovation. Paradoxically, we leam tghtly to read

Paul’s letters as Scripture only by first reading themasScripture and

attending to how he read the Scripture that he Kfew.
What Hays is eluding to is a similar process to readag, Rs was undertaken by his
earliest audiences and the audiences of the otheradspniters. | am not referring to
only the audiences that are encoded in the text botltielypand implicitly, but those to
whom the letters circulated for the first severatdined years. When we read the text in
this fashion, we essentially enter into an ongoingodia¢ with those who first

recognized that these writings were somelsowgeneris.

In his imaginative reflection upon Paul’s Letter to B@mansElusive Isragl Charles
Cosgrove recreates a similar dialogue, to examine #hectic tension that exists in the
letter between its affirmation of Israel's electamd its insistence upon divine
impartiality. For his debaters he chooses three bafewm Yeshua, two are Jewish,
Simeon and Reuben, and one gentile, Chariton. ReubersagtbeChariton that Paul is
an inspired prophet and an ambassador of the Messialorsopposes the reading of
Paul at public meetings alongside Scripture becausedmghbtrdisagrees with what he
understands to be Paul’'s view regarding the destiny afetwesh people. With Reuben,
Simeon continues to attend the synagogue since theyafoth against Chariton that
God’s presence can still be found there and that Goprbasised never to forsake Israel.
While Reuben believes Paul’s letter supports this positChariton agrees with Simeon

that it does not. All three know the letter quite vegltl each of them assumes that it

%4 R. B. Hays[Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Péew Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 5
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expresses a consistent position that they have pyggsrertained. Cosgrove has his
imaginary debaters each bolster his argument with augbravorking through of the

text. Chariton is charitable to Paul, Simeon is suspga Paul as a radical sectarian,
and Reuben reads Paul through the rabbinic view thatsfakl has a place in the age to
come”. What is interesting is that Chariton and Simeame to a similar read of Paul for
quite different reasons, and their arguments are reremif discussions throughout and

around Messianic Judaisfi.

The importance of Cosgrove’s imaginative dialogue isittexposes a widely held yet
naive assumption that is often fostered by a solelgiiesi-grammatical approach to the
interpretation of Scripture. This assumption is thaughagphilological and historical
examination can produce one clear and undebatable intg¢ipnetf the true meaning of
the text is the one intended by the author, and iei®ttly valid interpretation for faith
and practice of the faith community that claims tHeseptures, there is an implicit
demand placed upon every inquiry of the text to produce thalmswdute and correct
interpretation. Unfortunately, it is rare that a tloggdn has produced a theory of the
biblical author’s intent that excluded all or even naiker reasonable interpretations,

even within small communities of faith such as Massidudaism.

On the other hand, if we attempt to understand the Scriptarenically, our exegetical
focus expands to not only the original historical meaningalsat the full range of

meanings as it underwent the various vicissitudes of irgton. Our job, then ,is not

% C. H. CosgroveElusive Israel: The Puzzle of Election In Romérmuisville: Westminster John Knox,
1997), 1-25
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to describe the exact historical meaning of the texterdab develop a method of
adjudicating between competing plausible interpretatigxsde from the rigors of
historical-grammatical analyses, the interpretationtrfiithin our understanding of
the cosmology which we believe shapes the canonudrbcan accept as plausible the
philological deduction that Paul believes only Christiares‘the true circumcision’, my
understanding of the larger canonical context mitigagesat my accepting this
interpretation. Nor do I think the interpretation paracly helpful for building
synagogues. In my opinion, then, our shift should be fxatescriptive hermeneutic to a

constructive one or a hermeneutic of use.

Moving from text to perspective

By a hermeneutic of use, | am referring to interpretatmiithe text which allow the
larger biblical perspectives to shape our religion and aciakreality. It is not that we
have not endeavored to do so, but over-emphasis onstieeitity of the texts can keep
us in an apologetic mode which impedes our ability to sep#ratperspectives of the
text from the hard and immediate propositions of &x. {fThe fact that Paul considered
Adam the first man is evident in the text of Romansub tie greater implications for
contemporary life should be drawn from his assertiah Afgam is Everyman. The
significance that the first recorded activity outside @arden of Eden is fratricide should

not be overlooked amidst an obsession with genealoagsairtions.
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The perspectives that we derive from Scripture should ms\®eyond the realities of
everyday life to greater realities that fill and conbplem. As | have previously
asserted, the narratives, poems, rituals and lawe@&d¢hptures were shaped by the
divine-human partnership. The creative fashioning of thecasitand redactors is in
direct response to the complex personal and communésattion with their God. But a
perspective hermeneutic must also engage the present dasshesaders, and
interpreters in a way that compels them to not only enterthe canonical and social
realities of the ancient world, but also to shape agmieworld that conforms to the

realities envisioned within the text.

Often within the American religious landscape, thoughag been the sheer momentum
of a turning social tide which has elicited these kindsaterpretive changes. For
instance, during the political unrest prior to the AmeriCanl War, proponents called
the biblical propositions, which supported slavery, intorsoms. From a straight
propositional reading it is impossible to derive any othirpretation than a tacit
support for the institution of slavery. Though emancipatilowed the war, supporters
of Jim Crowe, who were often though certainly not esitlely religious conservatives,
continued to employ these texts. Today these attitudesldwaydeen considered
unacceptable and are an anathema in the conservatiwgti&hworld, yet these texts
continue to evoke a hermeneutical discomfort for thdse propose a purely

propositional reading of Scripture.
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In his short but visionary bod¥ew Testament Social Ethics for Tod3yRichard
Longenecker employs Galatians 3:28 as a central praposttidisplay the social
trajectory of the canon. Longenecker observes tleenat evolution of Scripture
concerning the relationships between Israel and thensatmen and women, and the
existing social-economic strata to derive ethical statsdfor contemporary social
interaction. Longenecker provides an exegetical covahéoissue of slavery which
would be readily accepted by most of the Messianic Jdedsters today. | suspect,
though, that fifteen years after the publishing of this bolodk same leaders would have a
great deal of difficulty with Longenecker’s gentle expesof male hegemony in the
canon, despite his employment of an identical hermexadatpproach to both sets of
relationships. If we accept his hermeneutical direatimmcerning the abolition of
slavery, though no such proposition is even suggestedipti8e, we must also fund an
interpretation that moves toward a more equal and incluslegor women in Messianic

Judaism.

To inform a perspective hermeneutic, the canon must bestaddras a system of both
sacred rhetoric and symbols that provide models both ofaarrédlity. Symbols
conceptualize reality in a way that makes it apprehensibléhat what is not yet fully
grasped is conformed to that which is already establishedinstance, in the ninth
chapter of the letter to the Hebrews the “greater ane perfect tabernacle that is not
man made” is effectively more real than the “earthlyernacle” yet the former is
incomprehensible without the latter. Still the greaf#icacy of the “heavenly

tabernacle” need not, in fact must not, nullify tiesmology and significance behind

% R. Longeneckeew Testament Social Ethics for Tod@yand Rapids: Eerdman, 1984)
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Israel’'s sacrificial cult, or it destroys its own deptive and constructive value. As a
system of sacred symbols, it conforms itself to thstent social reality, and also the

existent social reality to itself.

Walter Brueggemann has been one of the most proactw®giens in the employment

of a perspective hermeneutic. Brueggemann’s primary feoms the rhetoric of the

Bible, which he believes, has the capacity to make smutsef the experiences of life.
Brueggemann does not believe that the ‘proposed worldeedBible can be

scientifically or objectively demonstrated, but they ©e tested for truth nonetheless. He
suggests that their validity rests not in their logidaaticity, but rather in their capacity

to move those who embrace them to the expendituteewflives.?’

An example of the rhetorical power of the text to&farm reality is Luke 19:1-9.
Zaccheus, a tax collector, climbs a tree to get a gengpy eshua. From the reading we
can deduce what is obvious to the social-historicalecdmf the text. Tax collectors

were considered ‘sinners’, collaborators with the itletate and pagan government.
Yeshua'’s rhetoric, though, would say anything but that.c€Aaus come down
immediately. | must stay at your house today.” Yegues on to describe Zaccheus as a
“son of Abraham too”. Yeshua is not merely appealingdocBeus’s lineage, rather to a
promise of Torah, that in the social context, hadj lsimce been domesticated and
dismissed when it came to Zaccheus and those like Higp®int here is that Zaccheus

accepts Yeshua's counter-verdict and begins the protégmg up to it, giving half his

27 W. Brueggemann, 12-18
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possessions to the poor and paying back four times what lgainasl illicitly, twice the

degree of repentance prescribed for such an act in Torah.

In a contemporary context, the life of popular speakdraathor Joni Eareckson Tada
also demonstrates the power of the rhetoric of thercdranly heard her speak once on a
televised broadcast of a Billy Graham Crusade, but wadlgfected not only by the
power of her story, but by the power of the rhetorithef Scriptures. As a young woman
she suffered severe paralysis as the result of a drdcigent. Needless to say, it
changed the course of her life forever. Life no lemigeld for her the same promises it
had before. She was moved to the margins of societyvay that no government
program, equal access legislation or occupational tiieraypld completely rectify. The
unspoken message concerning the severely physically handicagpat they are to be
pitied as victims of cosmic injustice, endured by the niorteinate, and that they are less
than whole people. Predictably, she became distraughtesked and embittered. Then at
some point she was confronted by the promises of Scriptheepromises of eternal life
became more than post mortem bliss, rather they beearbedied in the present.
Though | cannot recall the particular Scriptures and coac¢bpt she cited, it is not
difficult for those familiar with the texts to reté#he alternative reality of the Kingdom of
God described in the beatitudes, where it is the meekharitumble who “inherit the
earth”. Not only did the rhetoric of the canon cremtalternative reality for Tada, but
also in a mysterious and almost sacramental way beristappended to the Scriptures,

making the canon more open and dynamic.
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Developing the M essianic Jewish per spective
As | have suggested previously for a hermeneutic to be ugafulst be both descriptive
and constructive. It must sufficiently understand tlstony, traditions, rhetoric and
cosmology of the canon, but it must also extend #wlity to create new models which
both fit and transform our present day culture. It izieth$o imagine the implementation
of capital punishment as a response to teenage insotenetegating women to
temporary quarters in the backyard in response to theithiyabiological cycle. Itis
insufficient, therefore, to merely transpose the stnatand hard propositions of the
Bible and overlay them upon our current world and circungstanthout first adapting
them for more than mere situational convenience. Rathey should be considered in
accordance with a larger canonical precept. | have suggésiethis be done by
attempting to derive a precept from the historical layeroades which have interacted
with the text and its interpretations. This can @enptite a dilemma, though, for
Messianic Judaism, as our historical communities of reéereJudaism and Christianity,
have disparate voices regarding the interpretatioharkesl texts. Jon Levenson
describes the dilemma.

What | believe | have demonstrated is that no Jewisblbgy consonant

with the classical rabbinic tradition can be builtaoperception of the

biblical text that denies the unity of the Torah of Moages current

reality, whatever the long, complex, and thoroughly hiséb process

through which that Torah came into being. In insistivag the supreme

document of revelation is the whole Pentateuch and tlodewPentateuch

must ultimately (but not immediately or always) be etated with the

oral Torah of the rabbis, Jewish thinkers will sepatia@enselves not only

from those who absolutize the historical-critical pexgive but also from

their Christian colleagues in the field of ‘biblicaktiiogy’. Only within

the limited area of the smaller literary and histdrazmtexts is an
ecumenical biblical theology possible, and only as ames® grows of the
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differences that context makes shall we understareterdigreement is
possible and where it is not, and wHy.

What we are attempting to do then, is in fact preciedisit Levenson said cannot be
done, to develop a ‘biblical theology’ (by this he meanmtertextual reading) which
reconciles the great truths of both historical relig traditions. | believe such a reading
can be developed, but not without resolving our own intewaflict over our primary
locus of identity. Are we Christians of Jewish ligeaor are we Jews who believe in
Yeshua? My colleague Mark Kinzer has pointed out that byedfidssignation
‘Messianic Judaism’, we have defined our institutional itigptincipally as a

Judaisnt’ | would agree with this assertion and, therefore, beltaat we must read the
texts as Jews, in dialogue not only with historicalidbwhinkers, but with the broad
spectrum of contemporary Jewish thinkers as well. dbes not mean that we can or
should ignore the historical Christian perspectives, &thier understand them through a
tincture of Jewish presuppositions and priorities. Ourtjodm, is not to find a single
middle way but to recognize that there are dichotomieswimust be adjudicated in
order to produce a Messianic Jewish reading of the saaneshc To produce such a
reading, however, does not nullify other interpretativelets since, as | have previously
asserted, we need to find the most plausible reading fesit@c Judaism, not the sole

correct reading for all who claim the Bible.

Due to the scope and length of this paper, | will not begtiscuss the broad sea of

hermeneutical distinctions lying between Judaism andstimity which we must

8 | evensonThe Hebrew Bibles1
29 M. Kinzer, “The Nature of Messianic Judaism” a posifiesented at the Theology Forum of the annual
Conference of the Union of Messianic Jewish Congregsitin July of 2000.
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eventually navigate. | will conclude by proposing a concepiater for a Messianic
Jewish canonical perspective — Jewish messianism. & sppdewish messianism as
our center may sound obvious and even banal for a movevhérh has adopted this
concept as its nomenclature. But to have a truly Jemvedsianism we must again
dialogue with the full range of Jewish thought on thigiect. Messianism is the Jewish
principle of hope, the belief that all of Jewish higtawith all its inherent joys and
sorrows, will some day culminate in an extraordinatyod¢od, when God will
reconcile all men to Himself and one another. Buhatcenter of Jewish messianism is
Jewish particularism, the belief that Jewish uniqueaadslewish existence matter and

are worth protecting.

The hope that is Jewish messianism can be understoothesqoa continuum between
two poles. One of these poles is the sober minimadisition, the other is the
apocalyptic, maximalist position. The former was forraatof the ashes of the Second
Temple, the tears of the crusades and pogroms, and thesddf smoke from the
Holocaust. The latter was forged from the flames s$jom elicited by the same events.
Each is a manifestation of the Jewish situation, bahes filled with a different kind of
hope. The apocalyptic voice speaks of unprecedented uphednreliswill transform the
very basis of the human order and condition. The s@liinic pronouncements
maintain standards of obedience ‘should Messiah tarmg minimalists believe Torah
will be in force in the ‘age to come’ while the maximstd believe even Torah will be

transformed. Still there is one constant on thiginaom of Jewish messianism —
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without the Jewish people there is no Messiah. Tdteaylewish Messiah’ would only

be silly and redundant.

The implications of Jewish Messianic perspective nadgera few eyebrows around
Messianic Judaism where fidelity to Yeshua and Judaisnftare mfurcated and
prioritized. The Jewishness is often expressed as sepaihsecondary to belief in
Yeshua. But if we accept a Jewish Messianic perspedteshua and the Jewish people
are inseparable. One cannot have the ‘God of Isradlbwitisrael, and neither would
‘Israel’s greatest son’ be a reality. For Messiangaism, Yeshua must be the
guintessential Israel. He is not a replacement ®déwish people in salvation history,
but he is the ongoing totality of Israel's experienaa. Christianity, there was and is no
need to maintain the Jewish perspective to messianisiasgetheirs is not the task of
maintaining Jewish continuity and maintaining Jewish h&pg, for Messianic Judaism ,

we cannot desist from reading the sacred texts througpelspective.

Jewish scholar Michael Wyschogrod ended his ®adty of Faithwith the following

paragraphs, a compelling synthesis of apostolic thought.

Jewish messianism makes it possible for the Jew towbpe otherwise
there would seem to be no hope. Beyond that, messiasitsm principle
of life in Judaism, preventing the past from gaining totdpleenony over
the present. Because there waits in the future sftnamation of the
human condition such as has never been known béf@@ast has the
only limited significance as a guide to the future. Thengpacts of God
will be unexpected, revising much of our previously held wisdom,
bringing into being a new heaven and a new earth in wiatlonly the
body of Israel will be circumcised but also its heart.

32



The circumcised body of Israel is the dark, carnalgres through which

redemption makes its way in history. Salvation is ofkes because the

flesh of Israel is the abode of the divine presenckamitorld. It is the

carnal anchor that God has sunk into the soil aftia. *
Effectively, Wyschogrod has sat down at a table whittse who shaped the Christian and
the Jewish canon and reasoned with them. They deddtileir world, their traditions and
rituals, their cares and concerns, and the thoughts \ghd them hope. He allowed
their words and symbols to shape his world, to refashiorehlgy. The words on the
page went from history, to the response of a communttiyetio world and their God, to a

sacred and living document, to a new perspective for May we endeavor and be

diligent to do the same.

30 M. WyschogrodBody of Faith(Northvale: Jason Aronson, 1996), 256
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