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A Summary by Sharon Thompson of

THE POLITICS OF GOD

by Hugh Schonfield

I first became aware of Dr. Schonfield’s writings in the mid-to-late 1960’s. A friend gave me a copy of his book The Passover Plot. If you are not familiar with it, its main point is that Jesus planned his own crucifixion with the intent of surviving it, which failed. I liked the book and purchased his follow-up book, Those Incredible Christians which details how the Jewish movement that acknowledged Jesus as the expected Jewish Messiah ultimately became the Christian Church. I was deeply appreciative of his “common sense” style of writing, so I was eager to purchase his next book, The Politics of God. It was nothing like his other books, but it changed my life. I have come to believe that Dr. Schonfield’s vision of world peace and justice through the ministration of a Servant Nation will come to pass.

In the Prologue to his book Schonfield speaks of a vision he had in 1938: Suddenly I was in the midst of a stream of lights which poured upon me from every direction, all the colors of the rainbow, so that my surroundings completely disappeared. Inwardly I heard words which came from the Hebrew prophet Zechariah, “Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit.” At the same time it was conveyed to my mind that what was needed for the deliverance of humanity was a servant-nation. It was the building of this nation to which I was required to address myself.

Schonfield: The proposition for which I am arguing is therefore this: first that Godness is at work in our universe, and secondly that this work involves a plan for the accomplishment of which our active cooperation is essential. In so far as this plan affects mankind it is progressively being revealed, so that it may come to have for us a character and intention with which we have identified ourselves as if it were our own, and as if it arose directly from our experience as a race. We are both being wooed and equipped to carry it out, and our time sense is not a factor in determining when fulfillment will take place. Individually and even sectionally we can opt out or retard, though allowance will have been made for this. What man cannot do is to prevent the plan’s realization, because in the end we will have been won to bring it to pass. God’s will must be done on earth, since of man’s own free will it will inevitably become his own will.

Much of Part One of the book is a survey of Hebrew/Jewish history and how the Jews came to believe that they were God’s Chosen People.

Schonfield: Looking back from the period of the monarchy, the sages of the Israelites saw in the beginnings of the nation the evidence of a singular purpose, which had first been expressed in a Divine call to its progenitor Abraham to leave Mesopotamia and journey to the land of Canaan. There he was told that he would be the ancestor of a great nation through which “all the nations of the earth shall be blessed.” Here long ago a novel concept was revealing itself, that of a nation whose greatness would lie in ministry, in the performance of priestly duties for the benefit of mankind. The concept was emphasized in the word of God to Moses on Mount Sinai, “Ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation.” Israel was distinguished from other nations as a people chosen to serve. Therefore its very preparation for nationhood entailed the bitter experience of bondage to one of the Great Powers of the ancient world. There could be no harder apprenticeship; but it underlined that the service of God is not as the servitude of men, degrading and humiliating; it is manifested in disinterested [impartial] love. Specifically it was laid down in the laws of Israel, “Thou shall not oppress a foreigner: for ye know the heart of a foreigner, seeing ye were foreigners in the land of Egypt” and again, “The foreigner that dwelleth with you shall be unto you as one born among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were foreigners in the land of Egypt.”

Of course the reality of Israel’s history did not match the vision set before them, either as a nation under the David kings, or as the chastised Law community established upon their return from exile under Cyrus of Persia.

Schonfield: But one of the things which did come in with the Persians was the idea of a Cosmic Drama, an age to age contest between Light and Darkness, Good and Evil, which in the end would be crowned by the victory of Righteousness. This was to give rise to a developed Jewish eschatology, in which this idea was brought into relationship with the teaching of the Prophets with emphasis on a coming Day of the Lord and the appearance of Messianic personalities.

How could the Jews be stirred to spiritual action among the nations? We find the issue affected by two major circumstances. First, the victories of Alexander the Great brought East and West together within the framework of a united world concept. The Jews were brought in closer contact with Greek culture, and became much more widely distributed by increasing settlement in other lands. Second, the attempt by one of the heirs to part of Alexander’s empire, the Syrian king Antiochus Epiphanes, to compel the Jews to adopt the Greek religion made them take their faith and its universal implications much more seriously. Both the wider contacts and the revivalist fervor caused the Jews to engage in missionary work as never before. The intensity of effort was closely linked with a reading of the Signs of the Times, which now insisted that the Last Days were at hand. As a result the knowledge of God and of a distinction between Jews and all other nations became widespread. But the Jewish impact was made very little in a spirit of love and service, as their propaganda literature indicates, and therefore was still far removed from the objects of a servant nation.

This was the world which Jesus as Messiah encountered.

Schonfield: As it was, Jesus as Jewish Messiah set the seal on those aspects of Jewish faith which insisted that the love of God was to be made manifest in the treatment of all persons as beloved of God. No one was to be regarded as objectionable on grounds that he was an alien, a sinner, a heathen. Neither in any circumstances was anyone to be treated with hostility. No people of God could function which lorded it over others. It could never be a curse to those whom it was designed to bless.

The concept of the Jewish Messiah was that the Messiah was to be in relation to Israel as Israel was to be in relation to the world.

Schonfield: A new recruit to the Messianist cause, the Hellenic Jew, Saul of Tarsus, threw himself ardently into an all out effort to gain converts opportunity to join the ranks of Israel by faith in the Messiah...The new Israelites, who had been former pagan Gentiles, colored their faith with Gentile notions and created the religion of Christianity in which Jesus was worshipped as God incarnate instead of being followed as Messiah...The People of God was effectively rent in two, with the new religion persecuting and vilifying the old. But the Jews did not perish. While Christianity became more other-worldly they [the Jews] remained as a living reminder of a purer faith, which also insisted on the earthly fulfillment of the ancient vision of a Messianic age of world peace and justice....Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire, and as such it was able to promote powerfully a widespread acknowledgement of God and a relinquishment by many nations of a cruder idolatry to an extent that the Jews had been incapable of achieving. As a result a very important halfway step was being taken towards the ideal, and Jewish ethical teaching through Christianity was accepted as the standard of conduct by which society, individuals and kingdoms should be guided.

Peoples, however, were being Christianized on the whole superficially. The objective of the Church was not to call out of the nations a ministering servant-nation, but to bring as many peoples as possible under its sway. It was in fact aiming at a new Romanism, the concept of a Holy Roman Empire.

We have for some time now passed beyond Biblical history, and have to note that later developments were not less significant. What in particular we have to observe, in spite of a number of setbacks, is a progressive resistance to Romanism, the doctrine of a self-appointed Common Superior, and the growth of a universalistic humanitarianism. [Note: Elsewhere Schonfield defines Romanism as “claiming the right to dominate by reason of asserted superiority or from motives of self-interest.”]

The foundations for democracy were laid in the town marketplaces and the rise of nation-states created the groundwork for international law. The Age of Reason with its gospel of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity dawned. More and more people were being included as active participants in social and political life. A sense of social responsibility developed which encouraged anti-slavery legislation, emancipation of negroes and Jews, the trade unions, the care of the aged and destitute, the more humane treatment of criminals and the insane. However, this extension of consciousness did not spell the end of Romanism. In Capitalism and Communism it produced additional varieties of imperialism.

Schonfield: The reading of events which we have furnished has emphasized two contrasting principles, those of domination and service, the one tending to slavery and the other to liberation...At our present stage of development we should now be able to detect that what we have termed Romanism is a wrong employment of Godness qualities, and Messianism a right one. If we choose Romanism, even for what appear to be good ends, what we construct and aim at will not work out. If we choose Messianism, which may seem to be weak and ineffective, the result will none the less be beneficial. We have, therefore, standards by which we can test the validity of any course of action. If it calls for force or domination, sooner or later it will fail. If it calls for love and service, even if it involves temporary suffering, it will succeed...

The time is ripe for a further expression of Messianism in keeping with past indications to manifest itself to meet our desperate need. We can profit by it or reject it for our generation, either totally or partially, and our decision will govern what we have to endure. But if we fail it will crop up again and again, if need be, for ages unborn. In the end the Divine Plan will be our plan.

Part One of Schonfield’s book flowed along smoothly as a historical narrative. However, Part Two is more topical, so I will treat each chapter separately.
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1. Twentieth Century Man
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Schonfield: This century of such vast promise and performance, hailed as that of the Common Man, has proved to be one of increasing doubt and uncertainty, frustration and sense of impotence, and worst of all the century of the Great Fear.

He explains what won’t work: centralized governmental control is too big and impersonal and, therefore, Romanism must be employed for its success. Schonfield addresses the attempts of small groups of well-intentioned people to make practice square more nearly with the principles they espouse. While commendable, the people involved cooperate and care for each other because they are already unified.

Therefore, Schonfield asks: “Can there be found a comprehensive ideology to unite mankind, which permits and welcomes diversity within the kinship, and does not have to act coercively?”... There are plenty who offer panaceas for the various world problems; but this is not what is required, since there is no universal will to accept them or try them out. The only possibility for the success of any of these propositions is that they should first pass the test of a sufficiently organized society within society which agrees to conduct the experiment.

As we will see, this is the option that Schonfield chose in building a Servant Nation. It will accomplish what the Jews as the state of Israel and the Christian Church as a religion have rejected and therefore can never accomplish.
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