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Invigorating a Messianic Spirituality

The Holiness of Action

By Lawrence Hirsch
Introduction

Today’s talk is really a reflection on the journey that I have been on myself in trying to work out how I am to serve God in this world. In my initial years of ministry I focused my attention on the proclamation of the Gospel by word only. In these past few years I have realised that in actual fact, we are called to preach the Gospel not only in Word but also in deed.
This paper reflects this challenge to preach the Gospel in Word and Deed.
I was interested in what Ross Clifford (LCWE representative) had to say in his opening remarks to our LCJE conference. He said that the LCWE was established to encourage both the proclamation of the Gospel and also to encourage work amongst the poor and marginalised including issues of justice etc...

I believe this balance has been missing in much of Jewish ministry today although I rejoice to see a resurgence of benevolent works amongst Jewish people emerge especially in Israel in recent years.
Spirituality for Activists

And so we need spirituality for activists - a spirituality that values both the Word and the Deed. 

I believe we find this spirituality in the life of Messiah himself. Yeshua is the one who has called us to follow/emulate him. He is our rabbi... we are his talmudim. He defines our very existence as believers. (ReJesus, Hirsch)

Yeshua’ approach to life was of course, essentially Biblical/Hebraic. He found God in the world, not apart from it.  There is no hint of the later dualism that plagued Christendom throughout the ages.  His spirituality was an earthy, life-affirming wisdom that people could relate to.

For Yeshua, holiness is defined by what YOU DO, rather than what you DO NOT DO. His form of holiness was thoroughly redemptive and made ordinary people; broken, sinful, marginalised people, want to hang around him.  They didn’t feel condemned by Him. 

His detractors even accused him of being a glutton and drunkard and someone who hung around the wrong kind of people!  Yeshua embraced all of life and orientated it towards God. For Yeshua, there was no separation of the secular and the sacred. Yeshua modelled a thoroughly Jewish spirituality. 

One of the things Alan Hirsch points out in his book ReJesus is that the problem with Christians/believers today is that we define ourselves as “believers” and not followers. Yeshua never called us to simply believe... but to follow him.

So, if we are to follow Yeshua in every aspect of our lives then we need to act redemptively in this world as he did. We need to realise that in some mysterious way, there is a link between our very actions and the purposes of God in and through Yeshua.  God calls us to play a central role in his purposes for his word. In fact, this is indeed the destiny of man.  
Is it not true, that Yeshua gives us the highest honour and privilege as human beings when he calls us, not only his friends, but by his fellow-workers? Indeed we partner with God to fulfil his saving purposes here on earth. How else is he going to get the job done? We are his hands and his feet. 

Even though Martin Buber was not a believer in Yeshua, he makes a very interesting remark on humanity’s calling by saying: “All mankind is accorded the co-working power, all time is directly redemptive, and all action for the sake of God may be messianic action.”
 

Looking at the Opposition

My father was an hotelier and a retailer and he always taught me that you have to keep an eye on the opposition if you are going to be competitive in the marketplace. 

In the spiritual marketplace, I have to say that I impressed and challenged by the dynamism of Lubuvitch Hasidism. This movement in Judaism has reinvigorated the Biblical concept that Jews were called to be a Kingdom of Priests and a Holy Nation. 

A journalist, Sue Fishkoff, documented the beliefs and activities of the Lububitch community in her fascinating book called The Rebbe’s Army. 

In the books she goes into great detail of the well organised and extensive machine of Chabad outreaches that have been established in large and small Jewish communities all around the world. Young married couples, or shlechim, are sent out to reach out to Jews, bringing them back to Judaism and also influencing Gentiles in the keeping of the 7 Laws of Noah. 

Interesting for us as missionaries, these couples often support themselves as they do their outreach. 

They will say of course, that they are inspired by the late Rebbe Schneerson, who many thought was the Messiah, but their activism also comes from their Hasidic worldview. 

Shneur Zalman, the founder of Lubuvitch Hasidism wrote a seminal work that taught a comprehensive world outlook “wherein the Jew acts as a link between God and creation, concerned not so much with getting to heaven himself as with bringing heaven down to earth by revealing God’s purposes in the details of everyday life.” (Fishkoff)

So, for the Hasid, the entire universe is interconnected, and every deed, good or bad, has cosmic repercussions. The Hasid thus lives with a heightened sense of individual responsibility, aware at all times of the ripple effect of his or her every action. 

Together with this remarkable aspect of this Jewish teaching is a Kabbalistic view that our holy actions, that is, actions filled with holy intent and directed towards God, actually free the holy sparks ensnared in all things and allow the exiled Shekinah to journey back to her Husband, namely God.  Therefore, when people act in holiness, doing good deeds, God and His glory are being joined together. 
You can see from this perspective why outreach is such an important aspect of the life of a Lubavitch Hasid. Every time they get another Jew to lay tiffilim or do a mitvah, they believe they are bringing back the Shekinah to God, spark by spark.  
The Holiness of Action
Without having to believe all the mystical and allegorical aspects of Hasidic spirituality, I think that it is thoroughly biblical to believe that our actions are linked with God’s redemptive purposes for this world and that every action, whether good or bad, has cosmic repercussions. If we have this view then we will see that everything we do, and everything we say, is so important. This will have a profound effect on our discipleship. 

Our actions are part of God’s plan for us!  No one can therefore say that our spirituality has nothing to do with our ‘good works’.  It has everything to do with them. So, it is time to reclaim the deed.

The Rabbis say that no-one is lonely when doing a good deed, for a mitzvah is where God and man meet.”

With this in mind, let us go to the Gospel of Luke 10:25-37
Another Look at the Good Samaritan

I don’t know about you but I am often amazed how I can look at someone like a picture for years and then all of a sudden, you see something you have never seen before. This can also be true of a Bible story as well. You can read it and read it again many times but then all of a sudden you see it in a different light. Then you wonder why you never saw that before. When you experience this it may be described as a “paradigm” shift.

I have had such an experience reading the familiar story – the parable of the Good Samaritan.

Luke 10:25-37 (JNT)
25 An expert in Torah stood up to try and trap him by asking, “Rabbi, what should I do to obtain eternal life?” 26 But Yeshua said to him, “What is written in the Torah? How do you read it?” 27 He answered, “You are to love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and with all your understanding; and your neighbor as yourself.” 28 “That’s the right answer,” Yeshua said. “Do this, and you will have life.” 29 But he, wanting to justify himself, said to Yeshua, “And who is my ‘neighbor’?” 30 Taking up the question, Yeshua said: “A man was going down from Yerushalayim to Yericho when he was attacked by robbers. They stripped him naked and beat him up, then went off, leaving him half dead. 31 By coincidence, a cohen was going down on that road; but when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32 Likewise a L’vi who reached the place and saw him also passed by on the other side. 33 “But a man from Shomron who was travelling came upon him; and when he saw him, he was moved with compassion. 34 So he went up to him, put oil and wine on his wounds and bandaged them. Then he set him on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. 35 The next day, he took out two days’ wages, gave them to the innkeeper and said, ‘Look after him; and if you spend more than this, I’ll pay you back when I return.’ 36 Of these three, which one seems to you to have become the ‘neighbor’ of the man who fell among robbers?” 37 He answered, “The one who showed mercy toward him.” Yeshua said to him, “You go and do as he did.”

Today, I don’t want to focus on the actual story itself but rather I would like to highlight an aspect of Yeshua’s teaching that I think we normally miss. It is like we have a blind spot which I think may be due to reading the text through our own cultural and theological perspectives. I will explain this more later.

Even though I am Jewish, I have no doubt that my understanding of God and the Scriptures have been influenced by an Evangelical Christian worldview through my theological education. And I think that there is no debate that Christianity in general has been influenced by Greek or Hellenistic thinking,  as opposed to a Hebraic worldview in which the Bible was written. 

The difference between the two worldviews is summed up in the two words used for ‘faith’ by the two language groups—these being emunah (Heb) and pistis (Gk).  Essentially the meaning of the word emunah is that of active faith, better rendered by the word ‘faith-fulness’ or ‘active trust.’ It is a typically Hebraic word in that it focuses on concrete actions and relationships.  It has strong existential tones and is thus life-oriented (think of the Shema).

The Hellenistic idea of pistis on the other hand, focuses on the intellectual content of faith, its propositional base.  Faith is thus a kind of knowledge, or gnosis. 
It should be said though, that New Testament use of the Greek word pistis does differ somewhat from the common Greek understanding. In the New Testament faith is faith in the person of Yeshua, not just mere intellectual ascent to a set of truths. Even so, it can be said that the focus of the Hellenistic concept of faith is on its creedal nature while the Hebraic is on its existential character.  And there is a world of difference between the two. 

Simply stated, one of the most obvious differences between Judaism and Christianity is that Judaism is more interested in what YOU DO whereas Christianity is more interested in what YOU BELIEVE. Now, of course we are talking in generalisations, but Judaism tends to emphasise RIGHT LIVING whereas Evangelical Christianity tends to emphasis RIGHT BELIEF.
The significance of this understanding is that it does make a huge difference to us as believers as we work out how we are to serve God in this world. Ok, with that in mind let us look at the parable again...

25 An expert in Torah stood up to try and trap him by asking, “Rabbi, what should I do to obtain eternal life?” 26 But Yeshua said to him, “What is written in the Torah? How do you read it?” 27 He answered, “You are to love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and with all your understanding; and your neighbor as yourself.” 28 “That’s the right answer,” Yeshua said. “Do this, and you will have life.”

Have you had a paradigm shift yet? Probably not... or maybe you have all seen this distinction years ago because the truth is, I am a slow learner. 
But notice that the Torah expert asked Yeshua, “What should I DO to obtain eternal life?” If an evangelical Christian wrote this text, he would have written, “What should I BELIEVE to obtain eternal life?” Do you see the difference now? Can you see how the emphasis is on doing rather than on believing?

Notice also how Yeshua asked the Torah expert how he read or understood the Torah and the Torah expert [Talmud chacham] answered Yeshua by quoting part of the Shema  - “You are to love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and with all your understanding; and your neighbor as yourself.” 
Yeshua said that he had answered correctly and then went on to say... now listen to this carefully... Yeshua said “Do this and you will have life.” 

You see even Yeshua said that if he “did” the Shema that he would have eternal life. Yeshua didn’t say that you had to BELIEVE the Shema but that he had to DO the Shema. 

The focus of the Shema is all about right actions, not necessarily about right belief. Of course the Shema is right belief as well, but you show your love for God by your actions, not simply by belief.  In other words, you have to DO the Shema not just believe it (perhaps we should do a T-shirt that says, “Shema – Just Do It”)

If you could be saved by right belief only, then even the demons would be saved.  Does that sound heretical? I think not. Let’s have a look at what Yakov had to say about this.

James 2:17-19 (NIV)
17 In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. 18 But someone will say, “You have faith; I have deeds.” Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do. 19 You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.

Now, I am sure that you know that Martin Luther hated the book of James. He wanted it thrown out of the Bible because it seemed to him that it emphasised deeds over faith and that it contradicted the Apostle Paul’s teaching that we are saved by faith alone. However, I think that Luther misread James because he read it from a Hellenistic perspective.

The famous passage that revolutionised Martin Luther, from a priest enslaved by guilt and shame, to the great Reformer was Ephesians 2:8-9: "For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast."
To this I say a hearty AMEN! Yes, we are saved by grace through faith alone. Salvation is a gift of God that we cannot ever receive by doing good deeds. 

However, the balancing principle comes in the very next verse which reads. "For we are God’s workmanship, created in Messiah Yeshua to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do." (Ephesians 2:10, NIV) 

We are God’s workmanship. We have been created by God to do good deeds. He predestined that we would be saved and he prepared in advance the good deeds that we should do in his name. We are not saved by the good deeds but we were created in Him to do them as a demonstration of our faith. Because “faith without works is dead.”

So Rabbi Sha’ul and Yakov actually concur if you understand the Scriptures through Jewish eyes – from a Hebraic worldview perspective. 

I believe that more and more we, as messianic Jews, should be known in the Jewish community for our good deeds. After all Yeshua said: “In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven. Matthew 5:16 (NIV)
And the book of Hebrews says, "And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds." (Hebrews 10:24, NIV) 

I would like to encourage each one of you, no matter what role you play in Jewish ministry to remember that through our actions, we partner with God in the redemption of the world.  Our actions do have an eternal impact.  We do extend the Kingdom of God in daily affairs through our activities that are done in the name of Yeshua.  We live in an unredeemed world. But out of each human life that is given over to God and committed to his creation, a seed of redemption falls into the world, and the harvest is God's!
Finally, I don’t say that I fully understand this, but the Scriptures seem to indicate that we can hasten the return of the Messiah by living good lives. 
"Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of persons ought you to be in leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God ... " (2 Peter 3:11-12, NRSV) 

When the “Day of the Lord” comes, the return of the Messiah, he will completely redeem this world. All of creation moans and waits for this final redemption. Then all things will be made holy to the Lord...
· "On that day HOLY TO THE LORD will be inscribed on the bells of the horses, and the cooking pots in the LORD’s house will be like the sacred bowls in front of the altar. Every pot in Jerusalem and Judah will be holy to the LORD Almighty…” (Zechariah 14:20-21, NIV) 

�. Ibid, 111. 





