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hen I was asked to speak on the subject o f guidelines for

healthy theological discussion, the story of Michael Wy-
schogrod?s meeting wi th Karl Barth came to mind. Asal i t t l e back-

ground, Michael Wyschogrod is an Orthodox Jewish theologian who

lives in New York City. Karl Barth was a Swiss Reformed theologian
and one of the most influential Christian thinkers of the 20th cen-

tury. Michael Wyschogrod writes of his meeting wi th Barth:

Ona sunny morn ing in August 1966 I v is i ted Bar th in his modest home
on the Bruderholzal lee i n Basel. He had been to ld tha t I was a ?Jewish

Barthian,? and th is amused h i m to no end. We spoke about various

things and at one po in t he said: ?You Jews have the promise but not the
fu l f i l lment ; we Christ ians have both promise and fulf i l lment.? Influenced

by the banking atmosphere o f Basel, I repl ied: ?Wi th human promises,
one can have the promise b u t not the fu l f i l lmen t . The one who promises

can die, o r change his m i n d , o r not fu l f i l l h is promise for any number of
reasons. But a promise of God is l ike money in the bank. If we have his

promise, we have its f u l f i l lmen t and i f we do n o t have the fu l f i l lment we
do not have the promise.? There wasa per iod of si lence and then he said,

?You know, I never though t o f i t tha t way.?!

This is a very inspiring story to me because here one of the most

distinguished Christian theologians of the 20th century says, ?You

know, I never thought of it that way.? My hope for this symposium is

that we would all leave here on Wednesday having said at least once,

?You know, I never thought of it that way.? The ability to say these

words is a sign of healthy theological discussion.
This evening, w i t h your permission, I wou ld like to address the

sub jec t?gu ide l ines for healthy theological discussion. I n Part One, we

wi l l focus on the power o f our words and the importance of using our

tongues to i m p a r t l i fe and not death. I n Part I I , we wi l l discuss how we

1 M i c h a e l Wyschogrod , A b r a h a m ' s Promise: J u d a i s m a n d J e w i s h - C h r i s t i a n Rela t ions, ed. R. Kendal l
Sou len (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 211.
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c i n g t o each other or at each other) in theological discussion.

P a r t I . THE P o w e r o f O u r W o r p s

I n Lev i t i cus Rabbah, the M id rash states:

One o f the a n c i e n t rabb is sent his servan t t o t h em a r k e t ? w i t h t h eg e n e r a l

i ns t ruc t i on , ?Buy t h e best t h i n g t h e r et h a t o n e cane a t ! . e o n a n

r e t u r n e d w i t h a tongue. Later, t h e rabb i asked h i m t o g o bac tO

m a r k e t to buy t h e w o r s t t h i n g t h a t one cou ld e a t . T h e s e r v e r age .

came back w i t h a tongue . ?Wha t is w i t h you?? asked t h e r a b b i . e *
I 've asked you t o buy b o t h the bes t a n d t h e w o r s t , and y o u come | b e e

w i t h a couple o f tongues.? ?That?s t rue ,? responded t h e s e r v a n t . a
all, cannot a tongue be one o f t h e best t h i n g s i n t h e w o r l d a n d a n evi

t ongue be one o f t h e w o r s t ! ? (Lev. Rab. 33).

What is the biblical pr inciple behind the servant?s perspective?
Proverbs 12:18 says, ?Reckless words pierce l ike a sword, b u t the

tongue of the wise brings healing.? Proverbs 18:21 puts i t th is way,
?Death and life are in the power of the tongue.?

In every theological discussion, there is the potent ia l t o speak
words that bui ld up and words that tear down. Contrary to the v iew
of some, theological discussion cannot be academically pa r t i t i oned
off f rom spiri tual life in the name o f ?symposium? or ?Jewish
debate.? We need to ask ourselves the question every t i m e we open
our mouths publicly (and privately), ?Is there death or l i fe i n w h a t I
am about to say?? To underscore this po in t (and I am speaking espe-
cially to myself), I wou ld l ike to pass on an observat ion t h a t Rabbi
Joseph T e l u s h k i n makes i n h i s b o o k W o r d s T h a t H u r t , W o r d s T h a t

Hea l . I n h is I n t r o d u c t i o n , he w r i t e s :

Think about your own life: Unless you, or someone dear t o you, have
been the vict im of terrible, physical violence, chances are the wors t

pains you have suffered in life have come f rom words used c r u e l l y ?
from ego-destroying crit icism, excessive anger, sarcasm, pub l i c and
private humiliation, hur t fu l nicknames, b+s , , betrayal of secr
and malicious gossip. ...We y ets, r u m o r s

choose our clothes more carefully t h a n w
roose our words, though what we say about and to others c a n d e f i n e

t em indelibly. That is why ethical speech?speaking fa i r ly of o thers
onestly about others, and carefully to everyone? is so impor tan t
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in the foreground of our consciousness,
of words ould a loaded gun.2

Ifwe keep me oa 2s carefully as we W

we will han am, some will givepapers. Others wi l l be mod.
At this5) icipate in the discussion times. All of us wij

erators. Others wl nis symposium is an extraordinary opportunity

talka t brea at cut across the spectrum of the broader Messianic
for dialogue

Jewish commu common, more than we realize. We can builg
We sharet h 2 Borough Park Symposium that is of lasting value

something at othing we can leave for the next generation, Let
for theLord,s e us remember that words (devarim) are things,
us not blow I Genesis 1, or they can destroy as in Revelationreate, as in

A?Weneed to be careful what we say and how we say it, not to be

politically correct but to honor Yeshua who bought us at a price. We

are not o npublicly and needlessly embarrassed a friend of mine,

what our sages call halvanat panim (turning someone?s face white),
I repented after my friend pointed out my sin but there was no way
to nullify the soul-piercing impact of my words and the temporal
damage done to our relationship. Once arrows are shot, they cannot
be called off. May none of us commit the sin of halvanat panim at
this symposium.

Having said this, most of the theological discussion that will
take place over the next two days wil l not be in this hall. It will be

in more private settings: at restaurants, in our hotel rooms, in the
car, at the airport. In these one-on-one settings, when we are with

trusted friends and no one else, let us commit ourselves not to speak
words that are ?derogatory or potentially harmful? to others,? even

if they are true, even i f they are said discreetly. Let us also commit

f o e s not to listen to such words. As the Talmud says, ?Why

i n s e r ingers resemblepegs? So that if one hears something
¥, one can plug one?s fingers in one?s ears.? (6. Ketubot 5b)

2 JosthTekan weno
in, Words Thy

(New York Harper 1996) a n i t Words That Heal: How to Choose Words Wisely and Well
3 Shimon Finkel A

man and Yitechak Berkowj .

ofProper Speech Arranged for, Done, catetz Chaim, A Lesson A Day: The Concepts and
?angedfor Daily Study (Brooklyn: Mesorah Publications, 1998), 50
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I f we do this, our fr iends wi l l understand. Tha t is w h a t be ing a good

fr iend is all about.

Rabbi Telushkin reminds us:

In a dispute with someone, you have the right to state your case, express
your opinion, explain why you think the other party is wrong, even make
clear how passionately you feel about the subject at hand. But these are
the only rights you have. You do not have a moral right to undercut
your adversary?s position by invalidating him or her personally.?

Let us remember the power o f o u r words and ask the cr i t i ca l

question, ?Is there l i fe o r death in wha t I am about to say?? Th is

br ings us to...

Par t I l . ?THINKING ToGETHER? IN THEOLOGICAL DiscuSSION

We have come from all over the world to talk about the besorah (the
good news, the gospel) and how we should present i t to our people.
I t is easy to th ink of the besorah as only a spoken message, but I
would like to put forward for your consideration the possibility that
the spoken message of the besorah should be a natural extension of
the crucified basar (flesh) that proclaims i t and embodies it.5 We

testify to the truth of the gospel message by being men and women
who live crucified and resurrected lives in Messiah. And we invali-
date the gospel message when we do not.

We are to be im i t a to r s o f Paul w h o said, ?I have been cruc i f ied

w i t h Messiah; and i t is no l o n g e r I w h o live, b u t i t is Messiah who

lives in me. A n d the li fe I now live i n the flesh (sarx/basar) I l ive by

fa i th in the Son of God, w h o loved me and gave h imse l f f o r me.? (Gal

2:19-20) Paul wasa l i v i n g expression o f the gospel message t h a t he

proc la imed. A n d l ike Paul, we are cal led t o be l i v i n g expressions o f

the gospel message t h a t we proc la im.

What are the implications of this for healthy theological discus-
sion? I f it is correct that the spoken message of the besorah should
be a natural extension of the crucified basar (flesh) that proclaims
it and embodies it, then it is the height of hypocrisy for us to talk

4 T e l u s h k i n , Words T h a t H u r t , Words T h a t Hea l , 89 .

5 Notab ly , basar is a cognate o f m?vaser, t he Hebrew w o r d f o r ?messenger.?
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two days and no; seek to live out the gospet jn,

about e h oneanother. Lord, help us to live out your

our rela ong ust out thegospel practically in our symposium

How do we ike to suggest that we do so by adopting a humble
ontext? I would l nother, and seeing our relationship with each

r e characterized by interdependence.W ePractically
5 al when we are ?thinking together,? for this leads,

live out thegos? Philippians 1:27, to ?standing f i rm in one spirit,
as Paulputs it inde with one mind for the faith of the gospel.?
striving side by si ?thinking together?? I would like to suggest

ean by ae . :

be o s that we can conscientiously move in the direction
anum

Le r
o fthinking roger sten before speaking. We can try to ful ly under.

? rson?s point of view.
stand theo o n view ourselves as students, even i f others think

of us as teachers. Thinking together about the gospel and soteriol-
ogy begins with the humble acknowledgement that we do not know
everything about this subject. We all have a lot to learn and we can

learn from each other. This is what interdependence is all about,
Remember, one of the most renowned theologians of the 20th cen-

tury could say, ?You know, I never thought of i t that way.?
Turp, we can adopt a holistic approach to truth. A holistic

approach to truth avoids one-sided statements and concerns itself with
the whole, including limitations and factors that affect implementation,
As Klyne Snodgrass writes in his book Between Two Truths:

Truth is like a flower w i th deep roots. To en joy i t very long, we mus t
take i t all. I f we take only the top part, i t w i l l w i t h e r in o u r hands.

Holistic thinking will cause us to look for tensions. When we know
that a statement is true, we ought to ask w h a t i ts l i m i t a t i o n s are, w h a t

other statements need to be made to p reven t m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g or
extremism, andhow circumstances m i h i fe

, ight a f f e c t the implementation
of the statement (Italicsmine).6 °

6 Kine Snodgrass, 2
1990), 180-64, 8, Between Two Truths: Living with Biblical Tensions (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
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FourtH, we can choose not to rehearse old thoughts andfeel ings.
Thinking together involves thinking and not simply rehearsing
what we have long believed and taught. In theological discussions,
we can fall into the habit of playing old tape recordings backa n d
forth to each other. We may be talking but not really th ink ing.
Will iam Isaacs, in his book Dialogue and the Ar t o f Thinking

T o g e t h e r , w r i t e s :

W h a t is t r u e th ink ing? To t h i n k t r u l y is t o say th ings t h a t may surp r i se
u s ? t h i n g s we have n o t said b e f o r e ? t h a t are n o t in o u r m e m o r y . . . . T o

t h i n k is also to l isten to o u r o w n automat ic reactions and ga in perspec-

t ive on them. I t is to ask, Now, w h y d id I do that?... W h a t we usua l l y cal l
t h i n k i n g is often mere ly the repo r t i ng or act ing o u t of pa t te rns already

in ou r memory . Like a prerecorded tape, these though ts (and feel ings)

are ins tant ly ready fo r playback. . . . True t h i n k i n g moves m o r e slowly,
m o r e gent ly than th is . . . . T h i n k i n g has a freshness to i t , l i ke a f low o f

w a t e r sof t ly m o v i n g t h r o u g h the m i n d , and requires space. The f r u i t o f

t h i n k i n g is somet imes a seeming ly simple, qu ie t idea that stands o u t

among a crowd o f passing thoughts . I t arr ives unannounced.?

Here is a good ques t ion t o ask yourself : ? H o w m u c h o f m y ?th ink-

ing? comes f r o m m e m o r y and is an a u t o m a t i c response? H o w m u c h

is based on or ig ina l t h i n k i n g about the present c i rcumstances??

Fi r tH, we can con t r i bu te quest ions. One o f the best ways t o

s t imu la te t h i n k i n g toge the r is to ask quest ions. Rather t han m a k -

i ng statements, we can raise quest ions t h a t spark all pa r t ies i n the

conversat ion t o t h i n k m o r e deeply. For example, one o f t h e i m p o r -

t a n t quest ions we can ask in a g roup is, ?Whose perspective are we

d is regard ing or n o t pay ing p r o p e r a t ten t i on to i n th is discussion??

Sixtn, we can acknowledge o u r vu lne rab i l i t y . We are somet imes

tempted t o emphasize the s t reng th o f o u r pos i t i on and the weakness

o f the other?s pos i t i on w h i l e deep down k n o w i n g t h a t there is w e a k -

ness in o u r own pos i t ion. We do not acknowledge o u r own pos i -

tion?s weakness because we do not w a n t the o t h e r party to exp lo i t

it. ? T h i n k i n g together? involves each party i n the conve rsa t i on

being w i l l i n g t o express the strengths, weaknesses a n d u n d e r l y i n g

presuppositions of their own case. This involves a measure of trust.

7 William Isaacs, Dialogue and the Ar t of Thinking Together: A Pioneering Approach to
Communicating in Business and in Life (New York: Currency, 1999), 59-60.
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bance (per! te us the wrong way or a negative in his or hep
said that rubs helpful to follow the disturbance own position
memory), it Is thered. This often leads »

d ask why we are bothered. © the situation
an ve thinking. By considering the source o s

he diturbance?whether it is in us, from ?4 ripefor
o e i both?and why it irritates us, we newand cre.

become more keenly aware of what the person ative ideas to
is actually saying. We may also recognize a be generated

in us to respond to the disturbance
Wy tstering in a selective way. We may find thr ough think.

ourselves instinctively sifting what they have ing together,
said for evidence that we are right and they are
wrong. Sometimes reframing helps. We can |

choose to see the person who disturbs us as a protector of impor-
tant values within our movement rather than a nuisance. Following
the disturbance may lead us to see our own inconsistency. We may
realize that we have the same problem as the person whose words
disturb us.

EichTH, we can avoid abstraction wars. Abstract points often
elicit abstract counterpoints, Thinking together requires resisting

the temptation to speak or write in generalizations. This means

thinkingabout what we want to say before we say it. I t means asking
the w o n ?Ts this too abstract? What is my real point??

together? i n our saan each other as team members. ?Thinking
parties in the c o n v e r t context involves viewing the other
for the Lord. We areal n as teammates. We are working together

al Part of the body of Messiah with Yeshua as
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i t h o u r
the head. God has designed us t o c o m p l e m e n t eae omer w e a t

d i f ferent gifts and perspectives. We i t o g hen nee a by o u r
in, ? d each other .

Let me say a t e t o n o v a l i t r i b u t i o n s o f o thers , w e
and f ind l i t t le t o no value in the con

S a n t the team. When we t h i n k together , we con t r i bu te to the

i d.?ty o f the team, and th is pleases the L o r oe

T e e s e are all suggested guidel ines for healthy theo o g r a e d e
i er the po .ion at the sympos ium. I n a nutshe l l , r e m e m

A s k y o u r s e l f the cr i t i ca l question, ?Is there e s o r n i n wha am
? Li besorah (the gospel) y o u

about to say?? Live out the e e b l e
bers o f the sympos ium. Adop

way Y O T e i z e d b i n t e Move i n the d i rec t i on o f
character ized by interdependence. ) d i

?th ink ing together.? And be l ike Kar l B a r t h i n y o u rw i l l i n g n e s s t o

step back and say, ?You know, I never t h o u g h t o f i t t h a t way.

i , Ph.D. (Cambridge) is Chair of the UMJCTheology ; ;

David t e e we heistant Professor of Bible and Theology at Messianic Jewish

Theological Institute.
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