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RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON

DEAN AND VICE PRESIDENT

IN THE GLORY DAYS OF THE MIDDLE AGES, TWO TITANS OF JEWISH THOUGHT,

Rabbi Moses Maimonides (the Rambam) and Rabbi Moses Nachmanides (the Ramban) sparred. Their argument: was

the obligation to believe in God one of the 613 commandments of the Torah, or was it the ground on which all the 613

commandments stood? Neither disputed that Jewish life flows from the fountain of faith, that connecting to God is a

life-long journey for the seeking Jew and a pillar of Jewish life and religion. 

Not only the Middle Ages, but the modern age affirms that same conviction. Conservative Judaism, in Emet Ve-Emunah:

Statement of Principles of Conservative Judaism, affirms, “We believe in God. Indeed, Judaism cannot be detached

from belief in, or beliefs about God. … God is the principal figure in the story of the Jews and Judaism.”  In the

brochure, Conservative Judaism: Covenant and Commitment, the Rabbinical Assembly affirms, “God and the Jewish

People share a bond of love and sacred responsibility, which expresses itself in our biblical brit (covenant).” 

It is to aid the contemporary Jew in the duty and privilege of exploring that relationship, of enlisting the rich resources

of Judaism’s great sages through the ages, that the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish 
University, in partnership with the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism and the Rabbinical Assembly,

has compiled and published this adult education course focused on Jewish apprehensions of God.  12 essays and

worksheets will open a wide range of insights and conceptualizations of the One who is beyond all words, beyond 

all conceptualizations, yet – paradoxically – who is as close as the human heart and who permeates all space and time.

Typical of Conservative Judaism, these essays integrate traditional and academic insights and approaches, celebrate

the pluralism of Jewish diversity throughout history, and insist that open-minded and critical study can energize a faith

attained without blinders.

It remains our happy duty to thank the Held Family Foundation, and especially Mr. Harold Held, dear friend 

to the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies and the American Jewish University, and a philanthropic visionary, for 

making the production and dissemination of this remarkable tool possible. I'd also like to thank Dr. Robert Wexler,

President of the American Jewish University for his steady support and encouragement of this project from its inception,

and Rabbi Jerome Epstein and the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, and Rabbi Joel Meyers
and the Rabbinical Assembly, for their partnership in producing the project.  Thanks to Rami Wernik, Acting Dean

of the Fingerhut School of Education, for his expertise as a pedagogue. And it is also a personal pleasure to thank my

student and colleague, Ms. Deborah Silver, whose professionalism, insight, patience and diligence have produced

a work of real excellence.

May the Holy Blessing One enliven your study, awaken your heart, and open your soul to the wonders of the Divine,

and may the essays and worksheets which follow help you to walk the time honored path of Torah and mitzvot in a

spirit of wonder, pluralism, openness, intellectual honesty, and strengthened faith.

B’virkat Shalom,

Rabbi Bradley Shavit Artson
Dean, Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies

Vice President, American Jewish University
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GOD: AN INTRODUCTION
RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON

Much of contemporary theological discussion is marred by the coerciveness of its participants.  Few people discuss 
theology in order to account for the broadest number of facts and perceptions.  Instead, theology is character-

ized by a two-fold attempt to coerce others to believe as does the theologian and to compare the selected best of one’s
own tradition against the less (subjectively) palatable aspects of another’s.  Both efforts prevent an understanding of
other people’s perceptions of the world and inhibit one’s own religious growth.  I wish to avoid both blemishes.

So, at the outset, I must confess that I have no desire to persuade a belief in God the way I do or for the reasons I do.
I offer my own perceptions of God, hoping that you will do the same, and that through our mutual attempts to 
internalize or even to reject (after careful thought) each other’s theology, we will emerge somewhat wiser, more sophis-
ticated, and better servants of God.

I have an additional confession to make.  I cannot adhere exclusively to a single theological approach to God.  To 
reduce God to one philosophical system (ontological, experiential, or existential) is to miss the full extent of God’s
majesty.  This reduction is no less belittling to God than is the attempt to claim that God’s complete revelation can 
be contained in mere words.  This caveat is not intended as an excuse for sloppy thinking or unjustifiable conclusions,
simply to assert that God is experienced on many levels, that people are complex creatures, and that any theology
which ignores that multi-facetedness and that complexity cannot do justice to its subject.

Living in Southern California, we are frequent visitors to Disneyland.  My children, my wife and I love the section called
“Toontown,” the neighborhood of some of Disneyland’s most famous celebrities.  Here it is possible to actually see the
home of Minnie Mouse, as well as to meet her. Even more thrilling is the home of her lifelong companion, Mickey, which
is just next door. 

After touring each room of the house, examining Mickey’s reading chair, television, and washing machine, we were 
finally led to Mickey’s private theater, where his classic films were showing. Visitors wait there so they can be ushered
in to Mickey’s presence in small numbers, allowing greater intimacy when the anticipated moment comes. Finally, when
our turn comes, we are led down a corridor, a door opens, and there he is. I will never forget how Jacob, my then two-
year-old son, ran to Mickey’s feet and wouldn’t let go. The look on his face was one of complete rapture, and I have never
seen him happier or more absorbed.

THE RELIGIOUS ISSUE AT STAKE

I am a rabbi, and my life is devoted to the service of God and Torah, which means that everything I do gets filtered
through the peculiar lenses of my ancient craft. Jacob’s enchantment in the presence of this cartoon character led me
to think about the power of fantasy. What is it about the human mind that leads us to imagine beings we cannot see,
creatures of our own fantasies, and then to love them with such overpowering force? Children are simply the most vis-
ible practitioners of loving their own imagined images. But we all do it - we know that Romeo and Juliet is a fantasy,
yet we cry at the lovers’ demise, we watch Casablanca (for the thousandth time, yet!) and are deeply touched by Rick’s
selfless love. Something about the way people are built impels us to create stories and invent characters who then are
allowed entry into the most private chambers of our souls. We rejoice at their triumphs and their ingenuity, we mourn
their tragedies and failings, all the while aware that they “exist” only as a product of our creative energy. 

What can we learn from our drive to imagine? What does our need to empathize with fictional figures tell us about our-
selves and about the world? What does my son’s passion for Mickey Mouse reveal about the human condition?

The reason this issue is particularly pressing to me is that I am a lover of God. Fully aware that God has been portrayed
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in a staggering variety of ways throughout the ages, I know that my own inner response to God is not very different from
my son’s response to a Disney cartoon. Understanding Jacob’s relationship to Mickey Mouse can help us to formulate
a clearer notion of how we relate to God, and just what that relationship entails.

Of course, classical analytical interpretation would assert that this love of Mickey Mouse (or of God) is simply a delu-
sion, my own inner projection of insecurities and the need to be sheltered onto some external fallacy. There is no
Mickey Mouse, but our fears of finitude, helplessness, and abandonment impel us to create these falsehoods to create
an artificial sense of security. We coat a harsh world in the gentle blanket of a lie. The lie may be serviceable in the short
term - it does make the universe less frightening. But in the long-term, this fantasy, like all falsehoods, is crippling, re-
quiring more and more psychic energy to maintain in the face of life’s harsh disappointments and cruel reality. The key
to health, in this worldview, is to face the world unadorned, to move beyond the reliance on myths, however comfort-
ing or venerable. Mickey Mouse, for this school of thought, is no different than God. Just as we expect a child to out-
grow the cartoon, so too a healthy adult ought to transcend the transcendent.

There is a great deal of power and coherence to this explanation of fantasy, and it reflects a direct challenge to the entire
enterprise of religion - both in its fundamentalist and its more liberal modes. Seeking solace, order, and purpose through
faith and ritual, regardless of whether the sacred stories are understood as historically true or as metaphorically true is sim-
ple delusion, a pathology to eradicate. Religion, for Freud and his classical followers, is the enemy. And so is Mickey Mouse.

IS MICKEY MOUSE THE ENEMY? IS GOD?

There are some problems with Freud’s confident dismissal of religion as delusion, not least of which is the testimony
of religious people throughout the ages, who associate their faith with great joy, resilience, and profundity. Even in our
age of technological sophistication and scientific skepticism, religious faith continues to exercise a tremendous attrac-
tion, transcending all educational and financial divisions. Even among psychoanalysts there is a strong representation
of the faithful, forcing a re-evaluation of what religion represents even within the field that Freud built.

Indeed, one needn’t seek so far for the positive role of faith. Merely look, with me, at my son’s joyous glee in the pres-
ence of his beloved mouse. Mickey, for him, allows him to connect with the world, to feel a sense of belonging and of
reciprocal caring that deepens his humanity and makes him feel more alive. Mickey is clearly a force for good in his life,
just as God is for the hundreds of millions (billions?) who believe.

But whether or not something ‘works’ does not establish its veracity. One can use the belief that the earth is flat to calm
an irrational fear of falling off, but the functionality of a claim doesn’t make it true. As a rabbi, I’m not willing to devote
my life to something that functions through a lie. I don’t want a mere delusion of holiness to help build community; I
want God to be real.

In what way, then, is God real? 

THE REALITY OF MICKEY MOUSE

In considering the ways in which God is real, Mickey Mouse can provide some insight too. 

When a child falls in love with Mickey Mouse, what the child loves is the image of caring, warmth, and joy that Mickey
represents. In the sense of being a discrete character, Mickey doesn’t really exist. But in the sense of embodying 
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certain values and characteristics, what Mickey represents is very real indeed. Mickey is merely one possible represen-
tation of that reality. There is no way to give unmediated form to love and fidelity, but it is possible to clothe those virtues
in the garment of a character or the vehicle of a story. Love can never appear in the abstract, it must always be a 
specific love that is felt by someone for something else. So, too, faith, hope, or truth.

Fantasy, it seems, is how human beings make visible the invisible realities of life. Not less real, but more so, these 
intangible passions and commitments are at the very core of life, making life worth living and society possible. Without
the concretization of fiction and art, we would remain unable to transmit or articulate the realities that undergird mean-
ingful living. Fantasy gives us access to the most significant truths - loyalty, compassion, morality, passion, and trust.
What Jacob responds to in Mickey Mouse is absolutely true, and is embodied in that cartoon character, even as it 
transcends Mickey’s limits. The cartoon doesn’t have an independent existence, but what it points to does, and is more
real than most of the tangible delusions people glorify and pursue.

GOD AS A COSMIC MICKEY MOUSE

God shares a lot in common with Mickey Mouse, representing that part of reality which eludes measurement or analy-
sis, but which makes life worth the effort. What we learn from Mickey Mouse is that the character is but the embodi-
ment of a reality that ultimately eludes being encompassed. God, too, is the concrete image of values and truths that
can never be fully articulated or represented. But where God differs from Mickey Mouse is that God is not only the
metaphor that makes those virtues visible to us, but that deeper reality itself. As Maimonides notes so presciently,
“God is the knower, the subject of knowledge, and the knowledge itself — all in one (Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 2:10).”

If the virtues and truths that God represents are impossible to contain, then ultimately it is impossible to speak about
God in any meaningful way. God is not some tangible truth to be dissected, scrutinized, or analyzed. Just as one can-
not explain what love feels like to someone who has never felt it, it is impossible to talk about God, we can only affirm
God. Similarly, we use language to allude to a particular emotion, hoping to provide enough guidance and signposts so
the listener can more successfully experience love itself. Love cannot be described, once and for all, it can only be al-
luded to and celebrated. Perhaps it is for this reason that the greatest words about love are to be found in poetry, which
attempts to evoke, rather than to inform. All God talk is ultimately poetry, ultimately metaphor.

Just as poems can use different metaphors to describe the same emotion or virtue, so too religion can employ differ-
ent images to describe the same transcendent unity that we call God. The rabbis recognized this irreducible theologi-
cal pluralism when they write that “God is like an icon which never changes, yet everyone who looks into it sees a
different face (Pesikta de Rav Kahana 110a)”, or yet again when they relate that “God was revealed at the Red Sea as
a hero waging war, and at Sinai as an elder full of compassion, … [yet] it is the same God in Egypt, the same God at the
Red Sea, the same God in the past, the same God in the future (Mekhilta, Shirata, Beshallah 4).” The reality that our
perception points to is always greater than our ability to express in words. The very limitations of our own finite 
perspective, our cultural embeddedness, and our personal histories profoundly shape how we see and relate to that 
underlying reality. Perhaps the greatest biblical theologian, then, is Hagar, who recognized that inevitably how 
she knew God was a reflection of her own vision: “And she [Hagar] called the Holy One who spoke to her, “God of My
Seeing (Genesis 16:13).”

How we see God is all we can talk about, and is the outer wrapping that religion uses to attempt to communicate what
can only be experienced directly. God is perceived “according to the power of each individual, according to the 
individual power of the young, the old, and the very small ones (Shemot Rabbah 29:1).” Just as Mickey Mouse is an 
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embodiment of certain wonderful emotions and values that can only make their appearance in the form of specific
characters, so the values that God embodies - of holiness, righteousness, wisdom and compassion - can only be made
tangible through specific religious forms. Each religion, then, offers a culturally based filter to make those infinite truths
apparent to its believers. Since we can only be receptive to something that speaks our own language, the task of each
religious tradition is to take these cosmic profundities and to garb them in the clothing of speech that can be heard. “The
Torah speaks in human language,” the rabbis assert, because otherwise we would be incapable of hearing its wisdom.

So God is, at one level, a culturally-bound metaphor. Inescapably, since we must rely on language to communicate, and
language (including art) always develops among a concrete community sharing a particular history, how we speak of
the Sacred and the Good will assume contextual form - through the stories, rituals, and prayers of our own faith tradi-
tions. As the Zohar recognizes, “all this is said only from our point of view, and it is relative to our knowledge (II:176a).”

Yet the matter doesn’t end there. These expressions of elusive truths do point to something real, something that each
human being experiences with overwhelming power. During those peak moments in our lives - when we are married,
at the birth of a child or the death of a loved one - that inexpressible reality is so real that all else pales in its presence.
That our descriptions of God are culturally bound cannot eclipse the God beyond the metaphors, the Holy One to whom
those metaphors point. Even while recognizing that the perception of God is “according to the power of each individ-
ual,” that same midrash asserts “Do not believe that there are many deities in heaven because you have heard many
voices, but know that I alone am the Holy One your God (Shemot Rabbah 29:1).”

For there are eternal verities that have enriched life through the ages. There are grand truths and values more 
wondrous than life itself that lift us up and strengthen our resolve. Our metaphors, the way we speak about God, help
to remind us of the truths buried deep in our hearts and shining at us from the brightest stars. Judged from this 
perspective, religion is true when it helps us to shape our lives by those timeless profundities and helps us to experi-
ence those elevating sentiments. Religion works when it plugs us into the reality of being connected with all that is and
all that ever was, when it infuses our lives with purpose and our communities with a zeal for justice and compassion.
Religion is true, in short, when it can produce Godliness among its practitioners, justice among its disciples, and a deep
sense of belonging and peace.

As Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel notes: “A Jew is asked to take a leap of action rather than a leap of thought; to 
surpass his needs, to do more than he understands in order to understand more than he does.” We demonstrate the
validity of our understanding of God - its power to serve as a vehicle for truths otherwise inexpressible yet profoundly
real - by the way we live our lives, by the way we fashion a sacred community, by the way we are true of our ancient
covenant. “There is no Monarch without a nation,” the medieval Jewish philosopher Bahya ben Asher admitted. We
make our God (as metaphor) reflect God (the reality) by our willingness to live as God’s people, by our willingness to
make the values and mitzvot of Judaism live through our deeds. Perhaps that’s what we mean when we say the Shema:
Adonai, our understanding of God, is ultimately a reflection of the Ein Sof, the One beyond all description.

And that is no Mickey Mouse.
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GOD: AN INTRODUCTION – TEXT 1  
GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORALITY
RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON

As an atheist, I was unable to justify even the simplest moral claims.  For many years, I had no theoretical grounding
for assertions as clear as “raping my sister is wrong” or “murdering the Jews in Nazi Germany was wrong.”  If there is
no external, non-human source of morality, than the most I could assert was that I think raping my sister is wrong.  But
the rapist thinks it is right and the matter must rest there.  Teku.1 Even more upsetting, if morality is based on human
or social need, a Nazi could make an irrefutable argument that Germany’s need required the execution of millions of
Jews - not that Jews were really a threat, but that the German people needed a scapegoat.  And, if consensus is our
basis of morality, there certainly were more Germans than there were Jews.

For me, the only way to ground morality into a system which didn’t collapse was to place moral authority beyond human
judgment.  God is the source of morality.  We may understand God’s moral imperative imperfectly, but that does not
make the imperative or its Source any less real than an imperfectly transmitted letter would render its author’s exis-
tence false.  God has planted in each person a moral force, akin to our drive for food, sleep, and sex.  Just as with those
other drives, they can be denied, perverted, or rationalized away.  But they are real nonetheless.  God is the reason why
raping my sister is not simply wrong in my opinion but wrong, why murdering Jews cannot be justified on grounds of
social utility.

It might be argued that moral treatment of people derives from human equality.  Such an assertion cannot be demon-
strated exclusively through reason, and I must treat it as a dogma of faith (one which I share).  People are clearly not
equal unless we have something perfect with which to compare them - some are brighter than others, some stronger,
some richer, some better looking.  And some are weak, stupid, poor, or ugly.  There must be an outside point of com-
parison, One whose nature is so radically different from that of any person, however wonderful, that in face of that Other
all people are essentially equal, despite their distinctions.  People are equalized in comparison to the Holy Eternal One.
It is through God that the moral argument that all people are equal (“created equal”, in fact) gains force.

My intuitive insistence on morality nurtures my intellectual recognition of God.

• According to the author, how do God and morality relate to each other?
• Might there be sources of morality other than God?  What might they be?
• Do you think that a Jewish conception of God gives rise to a different morality?
• Are you persuaded by this text?  Why/why not?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

10

STUDY QUESTIONS

1 Teku is the Rabbinic terminology used in the Talmud when it is impossible to arrive at an answer to a question.  For the actual meaning of the term, see the

essay on God in Halakhah.
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GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORALITY
RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON

One cannot consider the existence of God from a neutral position.  One can act as a believer and see if the promises
made to a believer are true, or one can act as a non-believer and judge the merit of non-belief.  Experience is rich and
divergent enough, filled with wonders and horrors to the point that its testimony is eloquent in both directions - 
regardless of one’s religious assertions.

But when I say the Aleinu, I know that I stand before the Ruler of space and time and that we have a shared relation-
ship.  When my wife lights Shabbat candles, I know that we are enjoying a gift from the Holy One and are enjoying God’s
company and love.  When I spend a night in a shelter for the homeless I know that I am God’s ally, and when I speak
about a Jewish response to the possibility of nuclear holocaust, I am caring for creation and thereby serving the 
Creator.

So many experiences in my life point to God’s reality.  No, that is too pale.  Many of my experiences point to God’s love
and involvement.  I have been richly blessed, and the very ability to perceive those blessings is itself another pointer
to God.

These experiences and perceptions are the everyday miracles in which I sustain my relationship with God.

• According to the author, what kind of experiences point to God’s reality?
• Is there a difference between God’s reality and God’s love?
• Has there been a time in your life when you felt God is real?  When?
• Are you persuaded by this text?  Why/why not?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

11

STUDY QUESTIONS
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GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORALITY
RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON

The third leg of my perception of God stems from two enormous miracles.  The first is that of life itself, the second is
the continuing vitality of the Jewish People.

I have no explanation for the fact that I, a composite of carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen, phosphate, and sulfur, can
think, feel, and behave.  I find this fact staggering and silencing.  One minute alive and able to laugh or cry, the next
second a body lies lifeless, simply a pile of elements like any other.  In our ability to maintain our own health (to renew
creation every day), to impose our will on our environment - including our ability to reproduce (again, acting as cre-
ators), and to make moral judgments (distinguishing between good and evil), I perceive a God-like ability.  It testifies
to me of God.

Finally, I look at the Jewish People.  History knows of no other example of a people who were separated from their land
for most of their history, who lacked the power to govern themselves or the stability to control their destiny who
nonetheless retained a strong and continuous identity.  Yet we did just that.  There are no weekly meetings of Edomites
in Brooklyn, or of Hittites in Los Angeles.  But not a day goes by in which the descendants of ancient Israel do not meet
with the express purpose of participating in, and strengthening, that unbroken identity.  We not only know we are
Jews, we care about it.  Jewish creativity continues unabated.

That Jewish creativity began when we viewed our role as being God’s People.  Our earliest memories focus on the quest
for God.  We are not unique in the quality of our art, our cuisine, our architecture, or our music.  Only in our spiritual-
ity.  So I link our unique trait of spirit with our unique ability to survive.  The fact is that the people who claim to be
God’s chosen have survived despite all the overwhelming odds to the contrary.  We testify, as the medieval Catholic
church understood so well, to God’s concern and involvement in the world.

I am driven, by the fact of Jewish survival, to davven.

• According to the author, what is the relationship between miracles and the existence of God?
• What is the relationship between the final sentence of this text and the rest of it? 
• Are there miracles in your life which underpin your perception of God?  What are they?
• Are you persuaded by this text?  Why/why not?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

12

STUDY QUESTIONS
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GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORALITY
RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON

One of the striking facts about religious faith around the world is the array of ways in which human beings conceive of,
and worship, the Divine.  The sacred claims a myriad of names – Ahura Mazda, Brahma, Nirvana, Wanka Takan, Osiris,
Zeus, Jupiter, Wodan.  Given how many names the Divine is called, it is particularly striking that the Jewish conception
of God doesn’t have a name at all.  Or, at the very least, our God’s name is suspiciously like no name at all… “God” isn’t
a name; it’s a job description…

Our portion [Lech Lecha] mentions that Abraham “built an altar to the Lord and invoked the Lord by name (12:8).”
What does it mean to invoke a nameless God by name?

…To name something is to reveal something about its essence, to exert a kind of control, to assert a comprehension of
its nature, its limits and its potentials.  Certainly when the Torah says that Abraham called on God by name, it means
to tell us that Abraham enjoyed an intimacy with God that others of his generation did not.  It teaches that Abraham
knew God with a thoroughness that no one before him could equal.

And yet, the name that Abraham knew sounds suspiciously like no name at all.

The name consists of four Hebrew letters: Y-H-V-H.  Lacking vowels (or hard consonants, for that matter) the word “Y-
H-V-H” is virtually impossible to articulate.  It sounds like a breath, like air passing in and out of the lungs.  Perhaps it
tells us that God is the breath of the universe.

…And the history of that name reveals that Jews understood that they should treat that awkward word with reverence,
for it was unlike any other name in the world.  Its articulation was restricted to the holiest day of the year, Yom Kippur,
by the holiest person in Biblical Judaism, the Kohen Gadol, the High Priest, in the holiest place in the world, the Holy
of Holies in the Temple in Jerusalem.  Since the destruction of the Temple some two thousand years ago, no observant
Jew has pronounced that “name”, the ineffable sign of our unique God.

To say that God is ultimately unnamable is to suggest that the Divine is ultimately beyond the totality of our experi-
ence, beyond our comprehension.  Without actually being God, we cannot fully know God.  What we can do, however
is to relate to God; to seek to embody godly traits and, in all of our actions, to cultivate God’s loving presence.

Rabbi Bradley Shavit Artson, taken from “The Bedside Torah”, Contemporary Books, 2001.

• According to the author, what does naming something imply?
• What do you think the name Y-H-V-H might connote?
• What, according to the author, does it mean to say that God is unnamable?
• What issues does God being unnamable raise for you?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

13

STUDY QUESTIONS
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GOD IN THE HEBREW BIBLE
RABBI DAVID LIEBER, DHL

The Hebrew Bible is neither a book of history nor of theology, yet it is central to our understanding of ancient Israel
and its faith. Its contents are rich and varied. Some of its writings reached their final form as late as the second 

century BCE (Before the Common Era), such as the Book of Daniel, alluding as it does to the Maccabean age. Others,
such as the Song of Deborah, are a thousand years older, with passages dating from the age of the Judges in the twelfth
century BCE. It is not surprising, then, that its pages reflect the religious beliefs and practices of the times and social
conditions in which they originated. 

The stories of the patriarchs, for example, while reaching their present form in later days, retain memories of the time
when the ancestors of Israel were still landless, wandering clans. Each was headed by a patriarch who not only saw to
its physical well-being, but to the maintenance of its customs and traditions and the training of the young. He also was
charged with the proper maintenance and worship of the family god (“the god of the fathers”) who was considered part
of the household and protected it from evil spirits. Hence the biblical notion that the first born were to serve as priests.
This may have been the reason behind Jacob’s eagerness  to inherit the right of the first born, as the midrash also sug-
gests.  Note that the god of each of the patriarchs is referred to by a different name: elohei Avraham,  pahad Yitzhak,
abir Ya’akov, suggesting that different deities were involved. Alongside of this god, many families had other gods,
some (known as “trafim”) to ward off demonic forces, others to assure fertility. Family festivals were regularly 
celebrated at the home shrine, while others, often major agricultural ones, were observed at larger open-air sanctuaries.

Laws in the Covenant Code (Exodus 21-23) and stories of the conquest in the Book of Judges reflect the early stages
in the life of the tribes (12th-11th centuries BCE). Many of the clans had settled down in villages and towns, usually
of no more than three-hundred members. The clans still maintained their family solidarity, but now they had to 
negotiate their practices with their neighbors (“re’im”). The council of elders served that purpose, with each 
family retaining a high degree of independence. It controlled its own property, homes as well as slaves and cattle. 
It continued to worship its household gods and held its own family celebrations. At the same time, all of the families
were bound by common moral laws and   joined with their neighbors in worshiping at open-air shrines on the occasion
of communal celebrations. The gods to whom they brought offerings were generally the ones responsible for the 
fertility of the land and of the cattle, the ba’alim and asheirot.

Clans banded together into tribes to defend themselves against marauders and to conquer new territories from the
Canaanites. In these battles, they turned to YHWH,  the god of war (Exodus 15:3) who appointed charismatic chief-
tains (“shoftim”)  to pacify the land. These chieftains were imbued with the spirit of YHWH, but did not give up on their
local gods. Thus, Gideon, zealous as he was for YHWH, even refusing the invitation of his people to rule over them
since YHWH alone was their ruler (Judges 8:23), did not refrain from erecting an ephod (probably, in this context, an
image to be worshiped) which “became a snare to Gideon and his household” (8:27).  Elsewhere we are told that under
the pressure of the Philistines, the tribe of Dan left its original home, north of Judah, to settle on the northern border,
beyond the Kinneret. Here the tribe erected a sanctuary to house the ephod, together with the Levite who ministered
to it, both of which had been taken by force from the house of Micah. The sanctuary later occupied a place of honor in
the northern kingdom since its priesthood was descended from Moses (18:30).

The onslaught of the Philistines led to the union of the tribes, a move sanctioned by YHWH, who directed Samuel - judge,
priest and prophet - to anoint Saul as their first king.  The kingdom was now involved in ongoing battles, under the 
leadership of YHWH and his anointed king. This was especially true of David who was promised an eternal dynasty by
him, one that was sealed by a covenant. YHWH was now recognized as the god of the realm, his ark brought to Jerusalem
and subsequently installed in an ornate temple erected by Solomon. That this did not affect the way the people 
continued to worship their own gods is evident from the narratives in Kings and the pronouncements of the classical
prophets. Even as late as the closing days of the first temple (586 BCE) we find the prophet Ezekiel denouncing the
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GOD IN THE HEBREW BIBLE

people for the worship of alien gods in the temple itself (ch.8) and the ongoing sacrifices at the open-air sanctuaries
(so also, eg, Jeremiah 2:30ff, an older contemporary of Ezekiel’s).

It is only after the Babylonian exile that we witness a change in mood. This is attested by the Torah which seems to have
emerged in Babylonia itself. It was evidently the product of priests and scribes who set themselves to collect and pre-
serve the oral traditions and practices of the past. The need for this was felt by the newly established communities of
exiles who, living in their own villages, still longed to return to their own land and sought to keep the connection with
the past alive for themselves and their descendants. The earlier materials, which were edited and reconstituted to pro-
vide hope and guidance for the future, were taught orally on Sabbaths and holy day, as well as at sessions with young
men being trained to take their place in the community. 

To maintain their distinctiveness from the surrounding Babylonian groups, the Jewish villages had to have a common
god who had been worshiped by them in the past. The discrete household and village gods no longer sufficed. What was
needed was a god who was known to all of the ancestors of Israel and only one met that requirement: YHWH, who had
been worshiped nationally in the temple in Jerusalem, whose prophets had warned of the coming destruction and
urged the people  to be faithful to him.

We do not know when the Torah emerged in its present form. Since Ezra is alleged to have brought it back to Jerusalem
in the fifth century BCE,it appears to have existed at that time, though possibly not in its final form. Interestingly, a
midrash seems to recognize Ezra’s role in the composition of the written text, stating that the original copy of the Torah
had been destroyed at the time of the exile and that Ezra had rewritten it from memory. Accordingly, if Moses had not
given the people the Torah, Ezra would have proved worthy of doing so!

The Torah, then, became the foundational text of Israel and its God the one to be worshiped and revered. As such, He
is its central subject and his existence is taken for granted. He is incomprehensible, yet He reveals himself in a variety
of ways.

To start with, He is the creator. Behind Genesis 1 lurk older Mesopotamian myths, yet the chapter itself is relatively free
of mythical allusions. Nor does it insist on “creatio ex nihilo” (creation out of nothing) a reference to which does not
appear in any text before the Maccabean age. Rather, written in poetic prose, it refers to God as bringing order out of
chaos in an effortless manner. Everything proceeds according to the divine plan, with each day allocated a specific act
of creation. The objects created in days four to six are parallel to those in days one to three, except that they are en-
dowed with the power of locomotion. At the summit stands the human being who alone is celebrated as having been
created in the divine image, which probably means that he is to be the divine surrogate on earth. On the seventh day,
God “rests”, indicating that the active process of creation has been completed and that the Creator has provided His
creatures with a hallowed day on which they could enjoy the blessedness available to them as His creatures. Difficult
though the circumstances might be under which they were living, His people were reassured that He could be trusted
to bring order out of the chaos in which they were living, if only they carried out His will for sacred living.

He is the God who enters into covenants. These are of two major kinds. The first is essentially a promise sealed by a
sacred oath and accompanied by a sign, as in the case of the covenant with Noah and with Abraham. The second is a
mutual agreement in which each of the two parties obligates himself to specific behaviors. Thus marriage may be 
considered a covenant. Even a close friendship, such as that of David and Jonathan, may be sealed by a covenant. More
famous is the covenant between God and David in which the latter is promised that his descendants will always rule
over Israel, provided that they live in accord with the divine will. And, of course, the most significant one is that 
between God and Israel in which He announces that Israel is his to be His treasured people, bound to Him by a life-long 
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GOD IN THE HEBREW BIBLE

commitment to His commandments, failing which they are to be punished by exile and destruction. The most dramatic 
example of this is found in Deuteronomy 27 where the vassal treaty of Esarhaddon (672 BCE) serves as a model. 

He is the God who commands. From the point of view of Judaism, this is His most prevalent characteristic. His com-
mandments supersede every other claim; they are non-negotiable. The most famous among them is the decalogue, the
so-called “Ten Commandments”. Technically, they appear to be the principles of the law, rather than the law itself, set-
ting down the divine claim for obedience to His will, the exclusivity of His worship and the moral foundations for the
Israelite society. Father and mother are to be honored as the transmitters of the traditions of their people and the Sab-
bath observed as the day celebrating the covenant of Israel.

Aside from Genesis which is largely narrative in nature, all of the other books of the Torah contain laws. The earliest
collection is Sefer ha-Brit, the so-called “Covenant Code”. It contains civil, criminal, religious and moral laws, many of
which appear to be quite ancient. The laws in Leviticus largely relate to the priests, though chapter 19, “You shall be
holy....” is addressed to the entire people. The laws in Numbers appear like an appendix to Leviticus, while Deuteronomy,
as its Hebrew name, Mishneh Torah, (“a copy of the Torah”) suggests, is a reprise of earlier laws, some of which 
are updated. The laws are not systematically organized, but the books do contain information about the courts, their
authority and what kind of punishment is to be meted out.

The function of the laws is to make it possible to maintain a well-ordered society and to keep chaos from overwhelming
order, whether social or cosmic. This is true not only of the civil and criminal laws but of the ritual ones as well which
are intended to keep life-threatening disorders in check. The sacrificial system, too, is designed to maintain proper 
relationships with the deity to assure His blessings for the entire community.

He is the redeemer. As such, he can transform any chaos into order, any intolerable situation to one of joy. He can over-
come bondage and exploitation and see to it that those who are abandoned are cared for. The exodus from Egypt is
but a past example of His redemptive power, assuring those in Babylonian exile that their time of redemption is close
at hand. As for those who are suffering at the hand of the dark powers behind the mighty empires that control Judea,
their hour too has come, as God’s hosts intervene to do battle with the forces of evil to bring the entire world under His
reign and assure the victory of the forces of peace and justice.

The God of the Bible is everywhere and “everywhen”. He cannot be manipulated but may always be approached in
prayer and worship. The biblical text suggests how that may be done, not only spelling out the words and rites to do
so but helping create the spirit into which we may enter when we seek His presence. 
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GOD IN THE HEBREW BIBLE – TEXT 1

FROM ISAIAH 40:13-26
Who has measured the waters with the hollow of his hand
and marked off the heavens with a handsbreadth,
contained the dust of the earth in a measure
and weighed the mountains in scales and the hills in a balance?
Who has directed the spirit of Adonai?
Does any man tell him his advice?
With whom did he consult, so that he would understand,
teaching him the path of judgment, of knowledge,
showing him the way of understanding?...

So – to whom will you compare God? Against what will you evaluate him?
An idol, cast by a craftsman, overlaid with gold by a goldsmith, 
chained with silver chains?
The person too poor for an offering chooses wood that will not rot,
He seeks out a skilful craftsman to set up an idol that will not move.
But do you not know?  Have you not heard?  Was it not told to you at the outset?
Do you not understand the foundations of the earth?
It is he who sits above the earth’s circle,
so that its inhabitants look like grasshoppers
who stretches out the heavens like a curtain
and spreads them to make a tent to dwell in
who brings princes to nothing
and makes the rulers of the earth mere emptiness…

To whom, then, will you compare me, so that I may resemble him?
says the Holy One.
Lift up your eyes on high, and see – who created these?
He who brings out all their legions by number
calling the name of each one.
By the greatness of his might
and the strength of his power
not a single one is missing.

• What aspects of God in this passage mark God as creator?
• Are there any aspects missing?
• What is the place of human beings in this text?
• What relationship can human beings have with this God?
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GOD IN THE HEBREW BIBLE – TEXT 2

FROM PSALM 105
Seek Adonai and his strength, seek his presence always,
Remember the wonders he has done,
the signs he performed, and the judgments he spoke,
offspring of Abraham his servant, children of Jacob, the ones he chose.
He is Adonai, our God, his judgments are in all the earth,
He has always remembered his covenant,
the word he commanded, for a thousand generations,
that he made with Abraham, that he swore to Isaac,
that he stood up for Jacob as a statute for Israel,
an everlasting covenant, which stated: 
I will give you the land of Canaan as your portion for an inheritance.
When they were few in number, unimportant, sojourning in it,
wandering from nation to nation and one kingdom to another
he allowed nobody to oppress them…

When he called up a famine on the land and broke the staff of bread
he had sent a man before them – 
Joseph, who was sold as a slave…

Then Israel came to Egypt, Jacob sojourned in the land of Ham
And Adonai made his people very fruitful…

Then he brought out Israel with silver and gold
and there was none among his tribes who stumbled…

For he remembered his holy promise
and Abraham, his servant,
So he brought his people out with joy
His chosen ones with singing
And he gave them the lands of the nations
And they possessed the products of their labor
so that they could keep his statutes and observe his commandments
Halleluyah!

• What is the nature of God’s covenant, according to this text?
• How does God perform God’s side of the covenant?
• What is the place of human beings in this text?
• What relationship can human beings have with this God?
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GOD IN THE HEBREW BIBLE – TEXT 3

PSALM 19
For the choirmaster: a psalm of David.
The heavens recount the glory of God
and the firmament tells of the work of his hands.
Day pours out speech to day
Night expresses knowledge to night.
There is no speech, nor any words; their sound is unheard.
Their murmur goes out over all the earth
and their words reach the end of the world.
In them he has built a tent for the sun,
which goes out like a bridegroom from his canopy
rejoicing like a hero about to begin a race.
Its starting point is the furthest reach of the heavens
its finishing line their opposite border
and nothing is hidden from its heat.
The Torah of Adonai is complete, restoring the soul,
The testimony of Adonai is certain, making the simple wise, 
The precepts of Adonai are just, gladdening the heart,
The commandment of Adonai is shining, enlightening the eyes,
The awe of Adonai is bright, enduring for ever,
The judgments of Adonai are both true and just.
They are more desirable than gold, heaps of gold,
They are sweeter than honey, the honey flowing from the comb.
Your servant is enlightened by them
and in keeping them there is great reward.
Who can discern errors?  Cleanse me from hidden sins
and keep me from deliberate ones, let them not rule me
Then I shall subdue them, and be cleansed of great transgression.
Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart
be acceptable in your sight
Adonai, my rock and my redeemer.

• What is the relationship between the first and second halves of this psalm?
• What does this psalm say about God being the God who commands?
• What is the place of human beings in this text?
• What relationship can human beings have with this God?
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GOD IN THE HEBREW BIBLE – TEXT 4

And now, this is what Adonai says,
the one who created you, Jacob,
the one who formed you, Israel:
Do not fear! for I have redeemed you,
I have called you by name, and you are mine.
When you walk through the waters I am with you,
When you pass through rivers they will not sweep you away,
If you walk even through fire, you shall not be marked,
and no flame shall burn you.
For I am Adonai, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your deliverer -
I have given Egypt as your ransom,
I have exchanged Kush and Sheba for you.
Because you are dear in my eyes, 
because you are important, and I love you,
I will give people in return for you,
nations in exchange for your life.
Do not fear! for I am with you,
I shall bring your offspring from the east
and gather you from the west.
I shall say to the north: Give up!
and to the south: Do not withold!
Bring my sons from far away,
my daughters from the ends of the earth,
every person called by my name
whom I created for my glory,
whom I formed, and whom I made. 
Bring out the people which is blind, yet has eyes,
which is deaf, yet has ears.
Let all the nations gather together
and all the peoples assemble - 
Who among them can declare this
and declare what came before?
Let them bring their witnesses to vindicate them,
and let them hear, and say: It is true.
You are my witnesses, declares Adonai,
my servant whom I have chosen,
so that you may know, and believe me, 
and understand that I am he -
Before me no god was formed,
and after me there shall be no other.

• How does this text portray God as redeemer?
• How is the redemption envisaged as taking place?
• What is the place of human beings in this text?
• What relationship can human beings have with

this God?
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GOD IN THE HEBREW BIBLE – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

JEREMIAH 31:30 – 36

Behold, days are coming, declares Adonai, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of
Judah.  It will not be like the covenant I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of
Egypt - for they broke that covenant, even though I was their husband, declares Adonai.  Rather, this is the covenant
I shall make with the house of Israel after those days, declares Adonai: I shall put my Torah within them; I shall write
it upon their hearts; I shall be their God and they shall be my people.  No person will need to teach any other, no 
person will say to another, “Know Adonai!” - for all of them will know me, from the smallest to the greatest, declares
Adonai  - for I shall forgive their iniquities and not remember their sins any more.  Thus says Adonai, who puts the sun
to shine by day, who fixed the rule of the moon and stars by night, who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar, Adonai
of legions is his name!  “If ever these fixed rules change for me”, declares Adonai, “then the offspring of Israel will cease
to be a nation before me, forever.”  Thus says Adonai: “If ever the heavens above can be measured, and the foundations
of the earth plumbed, then I shall reject the whole offspring of Israel for all they have done”, declares Adonai.
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GOD IN THE TALMUD 
RABBI GAIL LABOVITZ PH.D.

Being asked to write about God in the Talmud is a bit like being invited to read one of those “Where’s Waldo?” books –
not in the sense that God is small or insignificant, of course, but in the sense that God is on every page but most often
not immediately visible.  

On the one hand, the entire Talmudic enterprise rests on the foundation of God and God’s will for human beings as em-
bodied in Torah; for the rabbis, the whole point of producing this work was as an exploration of how one was to live in
service of God as directed by the Torah.  On the other hand, when one is in the midst of a detailed, even picayune, dis-
cussion of whether two birds found in a dovecote on a holiday can be presumed to be the same ones that were there
the day before the holiday, or whether a Jew is allowed to leave lost/abandoned food lying in the roadway, or whether
a divorce document is valid if the husband tossed it to the wife and it landed exactly equidistant between them – then
it can seem that God is only to be found only after intent scrutiny, not in the lines themselves but hiding between and
around them.  The task is further complicated by the fact that the Talmud is not really a single book with a single au-
thor, but rather a compilation of discussions undertaken by many rabbis in different places (primarily Roman Palestine
and Sassanian Babylonian) and over a few hundred years.  Add the contributions of the redactor(s) who shaped it all
and you have over 2500 folios of material.  There is not one picture of God in the Talmud, but many different images,
many different views.

For the purposes of this essay, then, I want to suggest several different ways in which God’s presence sometimes 
becomes more overt in Talmudic literature, in the hope that God’s appearance there can help us know what we are 
looking for everywhere else.  I will draw on three primary types of sources: rabbinic names for God, rabbinic sources
about prayer to and praise of God, and rabbinic stories (aggadah) in which God features as an actor.

RABBINIC NAMES FOR GOD

The rabbis of the Mishnah and the Talmud did not restrict themselves to referring to God by those names that they had
inherited from biblical literature.  Throughout rabbinic literature are a variety of epithets for God which are, so far as
we know, linguistic innovations of the rabbis.  These names and the ways in which they are used tell us something
about the attributes and nature of God that the rabbis found significant to name and label.

“HAMAKOM”
This name occurs already in early rabbinic literature from the time of the Mishnah, and is attributed to some of the 
earliest rabbinic figures.  Literally translated, this term means “the Place,” and is most often rendered in English as “the
Omnipresent.”  Ephraim E. Urbach thus observed, “Maqôm…refers to the God who reveals Himself in whatever place
He wishes; this epithet thus expresses God’s nearness.”1 God, when named in this way, is close to human beings and
accessible to them.  The name “Omnipresent” emphasizes God with Whom we can have an intimate relationship: 
Israel is beloved before the Omnipresent like the love of a man and a woman (Yoma 54a).  The epithet can also 
indicate God’s presence at a time of need, invoked for example to bring healing for illness (Shabbat 12b) or comfort
for a loss (Berakhot 16b).

“SHAMAYIM”
This term is also found in the early strata of rabbinic literature.  “Shamayim” is the Hebrew word for the sky or the 
heavens.  Since the idea that God resides particularly in the heavens is found already in biblical literature (for example,
Deuteronomy 26:15; I Kings 8:30; Jonah 1:9), it was not a great leap for the rabbis to adapt the word “Heaven” to stand
in as a name for God.  “Heaven” draws attention to God’s transcendence, the need to approach God with reverence and
awe.  Not surprisingly, then, one common usage of this name is in the rabbinic phrase, “yirat Shamayim,” the fear of
Heaven: Rabbi Hanina said, “All is in the hands of Heaven except for the fear of Heaven (Berakhot 33b, Megillah 25a,
Niddah 16b).”  Urbach suggests that Shamayim and Makom are in fact complements of each other, the nearness of 
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1  Ephraim E. Urbach, The Sages: Their Concepts and Beliefs, Israel Abrahams, trans. (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press,
1975), 72.
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the latter countering the potential for remoteness of the former, the majesty of the former countering the potential for
familiarity of the latter.2

“HA-KADOSH BARUKH HU”
The Holy One, Blessed be He.  Less frequently, one may encounter the Aramaic phrase “Kudsha, B’rikh Hu,” which
has a slightly different meaning: “The Holiness, Blessed be He.”  After the mishnaic period, this became one of the
dominant names for God in rabbinic literature.  The root k,d,sh in Hebrew includes the sense of something set apart,
and thus this name invokes God’s nature as apart from and beyond the scope of the world, let alone human compre-
hension.  This name also carries echoes of Isaiah’s famous vision, in which the heavenly seraphim praise God with the
words (which we now use multiple places in our liturgy): “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts; The whole earth is full
of His glory (Isaiah 6:3)”.   In several places, a longer form, “The King of Kings, the Holy One Blessed be He,” appears
(for example, Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5; Berakhot 28b, Shabbat 74b, Yoma 47a).  Perhaps for these reasons, “Ha-Kadosh
Barukh Hu” is used as a title when speaking about God, and not as a form of direct address to God.

“RIBBONO SHEL OLAM”
This name means “Master of the World.”  It is used to open a direct address to God, sometimes as a complement to Ha-Ka-
dosh Barukh Hu, as in the phrase: “So-and-So said before Ha-Kadosh Barukh Hu, ‘Ribbono Shel Olam…,(in Berakhot alone,
see 4a, 9b, 20b, 31b, and 32b)”.  Both human beings and the lesser divine beings (angels and the heavenly hosts) are said
to use this title when speaking to God.  The one addressing God in this way is usually making a request, expressing a con-
cern, or pressing a claim; thus s/he begins by acknowledging God’s ultimate authority and expressing submission to it.

“RAHMANA”
This name means “The Merciful One” in Aramaic.  It appears extremely frequently in the Talmud.  Intriguingly, this name
is often associated with God in the role of Lawgiver; that is, it is frequently used in legal discussions to indicate a 
Divine command in Torah or to introduce a verse brought as a prooftext: “The Merciful One said/wrote…“Solomon
Schechter thus suggested that this name “proves, by the way, how little in the mind of the Rabbis the Law was connected
with hardness and chastisement.  To them it was an effluence of God’s mercy and goodness.”3 Calling God “Rahmana”
may also be meant to prompt recognition of God’s ultimate concern and love for God’s creatures even when they
appear to suffer: Rav Huna said in the name of Rav in the name of Rabbi Meir, and so too it was taught in the name of
Rabbi Akiva, “A person should always be in the habit of saying that all that the Merciful One does, He does for good (Be-
rakhot 60b).”  Surprisingly, the Hebrew form, “Ha-Rahaman,” appears only once in the Talmud, when a rabbi prays
that “Ha-Rahaman save us (i.e., me) from the Evil Inclination (Kiddushin 81b).”
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2 See The Sages, 71-2.
3 Solomon Schechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theology: Major Concepts of the Talmud (New York: Schocken Books, 1961; originally published 1909), 34.
4 These two sources are significant also in that they demonstrate the Shekhinah as an aspect of God and under God’s active control; in rabbinic literature
the Shekhinah is not the quasi-independent entity and aspect of the godhead that it would come to be in some later strands of the Jewish tradition.

“SHEKHINAH”
“Shekhinah” appears at the end of this list because it actually exists in a place somewhere between a name and a 
concept.  The word “Shekhinah” comes from the root s,kh,n, meaning to rest or dwell, and thus designates the mani-
festation of God’s spirit and presence in the world.   “Shekhinah” points to God’s nearness to and intimacy with human
beings at a given moment and/or in a given place.  To have the Shekhinah rest directly on a particular person is to 
receive prophecy: Hillel the elder had eighty disciples; thirty of them were worthy like Moses our teacher to have the
Shekhinah rest upon them (Sukkah 28a; see also Sotah 48b, Mo’ed Katan 25a).  The places where the Shekhinah 
appears can be variable and multiple; it can be manifest in many places at once, just as the sun can shine on many places
at once (Sanhedrin 39a; see also Bava Batra 25a).  Moreover, although the Shekhinah once rested on the Temple 
(at least the first, if not also the second) in Jerusalem, God also causes His Shekhinah to rest in humble places like the
burning thorn bush of Moses’ first prophetic experience, or on a low mountain like Sinai (Shabbat 67a and Sotah 5a,
respectively4).  The Shekhinah represents God’s closeness to human beings and the people of Israel in particular to the
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5 We are following the longer version of the passage, from Berakhot.

extent of sharing in the pain of the suffering person (Mishnah Sanhedrin 6:5), watching over those who are ill (Shab-
bat 12b), and even accompanying the people into exile (Megillah 29a).  On the other hand, rabbinic sources suggest
that human beings, through their actions, can bring the Shekhinah near or drive it away: it is present when Jews study,
pray, or sit together as a court (Berakhot 6a), while those who are arrogant or sin in secret “push against the feet of
the Shekhinah (Berakhot 43b, Hagigah 16a, Kiddushin 31a).”

WHAT CAN WE SAY TO AND ABOUT GOD IN PRAYER?

In a variety of places – most notably in the tractate Berakhot (“Blessings”) but also scattered throughout the Talmud
– the rabbis consider human communication with God through prayer.  By addressing such questions as what do 
we pray for, how do we address God, what may not be said about God, they reveal important clues about how they 
understood the nature of God, God’s role in our lives, and the Divine-human relationship.

From the earliest layers of rabbinic writings, God is recognized as the author of all that happens in the world and to
people.  Mishnah Berakhot, for example, lists many blessings that should be said when one enjoys various foods, 
observes a variety of out-of-the-ordinary natural phenomena, encounters a special place, or experiences good fortune.
Failure to make a blessing is a kind of theft from God.  

But God is author of all, not only the good.  This understanding is expressed, for example, in Mishnah Berakhot 9:2 and 5:

“For bad news (one blesses) “Blessed is the Judge of the truth” 
“A person is required to bless for the bad just as one blesses for the good...”

Based on this principle, the rabbis are able to explain yet another mishnah (Berakhot 5:3 and a near exact parallel in
Megillah 4:9): “One who says (while leading prayer)…“May Your Name be remembered for good”…we silence him.
Why is this so?  The Talmud answers (Berakhot 33b; Megillah 25a): It implies “for good,” but not for bad, yet it is taught:
“One must bless for the bad...”  As Rava further elaborates (and other rabbis attempt to prove from scripture) in 
response to Mishnah Berakhot 9:5, blessing for the bad just as one blesses for the good means that one must accept
the bad from God with the same wholeheartedness as when receiving good fortune.

Elsewhere, the rabbis suggest that prayer (although the term would not be created for many centuries yet) is a quixotic
activity.  God is vast and powerful beyond human comprehension, and thus despite our obligation to offer praise and
prayer to God, God is also beyond human abilities of expression.  One way the rabbis address this dilemma is by drawing
on biblical models and precedents.  In Deuteronomy 10:17, Moses described God as “the great, mighty, and awesome
God” – ha’el ha-gadol ha-gibor v’hanora; the rabbis incorporated this phrasing into the opening paragraph of every 
Amidah prayer.  Two parallel passages, Berakhot 33b and Megillah 25a, relate that when a certain man led prayer in the
presence of Rabbi Hanina, he praised God as “the great, mighty, and awesome, and glorious, and majestic, and revered,
and powerful, and strong, and praiseworthy, and honored God.”5 The rabbi, however, rebuked him: “Have you finished
with all the praises of your Master?”  Could we ever finish such praises once begun?  And if we did any less, would not
our incomplete praise of God be a kind of insult?  The Talmud proposes a parable: if one were to praise a king for his
great stores of silver, would one not be insulting him by ignoring his even greater treasures in gold?  Only because we
have the example set for us by Moses can we escape this bind, reciting his three praises of God and no more.

In Yoma 69b, however, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi states that although this phrase originated with Moses, it was the
members of the Great Assembly who fixed it as part of Jewish prayer.  Or rather, they restored it – being close readers
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6 Jacob Neusner, The Foundations of the Theology of Judaism, Volume 1: God (Northvale, New Jersey, London: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1991), 137.

of the Bible, they consider a passage in Jeremiah, where the prophet refers to God as “the great, mighty [but not awe-
some] God”, and another in Daniel, where the attribute of might is missing.  

The rabbis imagine the thought processes of the two prophets and in doing so, consider how God can remain mighty
and awesome even in circumstances where it might appear otherwise.  In the course of the discussion, the rabbis strug-
gle to understand how an all-powerful God can allow harm to come to God’s people.  If God’s power is not manifest in
the world, does this mean that it has been defeated?  The rabbis attempt to explain that God’s power can be evident in
other ways, in God’s very restraint, for example.  We must, the rabbis teach, praise God and seek to experience God as
“the great, mighty, and awesome God.”  And yet, at the same time they know that sometimes we do not experience God
that way, and to say so can even be a kind of lie, which is itself an affront to God.  Our prayer, they realize and admit,
lives in tension and paradox.

GOD IN TALMUDIC AGGADAH

When the rabbis of the Talmud tell stories about God, or about encounters between the Divine and human realms – in-
volving biblical characters or themselves – what sort of stories do they tell?  How do they depict God and the relation-
ship between God and humans, between God and Israel?  How do those stories relate to and illuminate other things the
rabbis had to say about the nature of God or the human-Divine relationship?

Jacob Neusner has written that “It was in the Talmud of Babylonia in particular that God is represented as a fully ex-
posed personality, like man.”6 Indeed, the rabbis do not shy away from anthropomorphized images of God, depicting
in their stories a God Who experiences similar emotions and engages in similar activities as do human beings.  This does
not mean, of course, that God is comparable to the ordinary human being.  On the one hand, God is the model of the
most powerful of humans, the king who rules over his people and is responsible for their welfare, both in maintaining
justice and in providing for their needs.  On the other, since the rabbis believed that the human ideal is to be like God,
then God must provide the model for them and their forms of Jewish practice.  These two elements of God’s activities
can be seen in a source in Avodah Zarah (3b) which describes God’s daily schedule: one quarter of the day for Torah
study, one quarter to sit in judgment of the world, one quarter for providing sustenance to all creatures of the world,
and the final quarter of the day for playing with the Leviathan.

God, like the rabbis, also prays.  What prayer does God pray (and to Whom, one might ask, if one dared)?  Berakhot 7a
gives the following answer:

“Rav Zutra bar Tuvia said in the name of Rav: “May it be My will that My mercies overpower My anger,
and that My mercies be revealed over My attribute of justice, and that I should act towards My chil-
dren with the attribute of mercy, and receive them beyond the measure of strict justice.”

Not only does God pray (to God’s own self), but when God revealed Godself to Moses after the sin of the golden calf
(Exodus 33:12 – 34:9), Rabbi Yohanan says (Rosh Hashanah 17b) that God did so “robed…like a community prayer
leader.”  Moreover, Rabbi Abin bar Rav claims in the name of Rabbi Yitzhak that the Bible hints God dons tefillin just
as the (male) Jew was expected to do; inside God’s tefillin, other rabbis elaborate, are verses of Scripture praising the
uniqueness of Israel, just as our tefillin contain verses proclaiming the Unity of God (Berakhot 6a).

Not surprisingly then, as already seen in the first source in this section, the rabbis imagine (Bava Metzia 86a) that God
also engages in the quintessential rabbinic activity: studying Torah in the Heavenly beit midrash, the Study Hall on high.

4012-ZIG-Walking with God Final:4012-ZIG-Walking with God  5/25/07  4:18 PM  Page 27



GOD IN THE TALMUD 

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

28

“They disputed in the heavenly study hall: If a white spot [in the skin; this is a potential sign of skin
disease in Leviticus 13] appeared before a white hair, the person is impure.  If the white hair appeared
before the white spot, the person is pure.  If there is a doubt [as to which appeared first] – the Holy
One, Blessed be He, says the person is pure, and all of the [rest of the members of] the heavenly study
hall say the person is impure.”

In order to decide the matter, the parties to the debate decide to summon Rabbah bar Nahmani, a rabbinic expert in
this area of law.  The Angel of Death is unable to touch the rabbi while he studies, however, until a distraction is 
created, and fearing that he is being pursued by royal troops, Rabbah prays to die rather than fall into their hands.  One
deeply intriguing, even disturbing, element in this story is the idea that God can be out-voted in the heavenly study hall
in a discussion of the interpretation Torah that God authored!  God, like the human sage, willingly commits 
Godself to the process of debate and consensus building that rabbis use to create Jewish law and practice.  God even
submits, as it were, to the decisions made in the human study hall.  

But the story of Rabbah bar Nahmani has another troubling element to it.  It indicates a darker side of God’s workings
in the world, as the rabbi must die – God facilitates his death – so that he can help resolve the dispute in the heavenly
study hall.  This theme particularly comes to the fore in another story about God and Torah (Menahot 29b), in this case
the giving of the Torah to Moses:

“Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav: At the time when Moses ascended to heaven, he found
the Holy One, Blessed be He sitting and making crowns for the letters [of the Torah].  He said
to Him, “Master of the Universe, what is delaying You?”  He said to him, “At the end of many
generations there will be a particular man named Akiva ben Yosef, who will explicate from
each stroke (of the letters) mounds upon mounds of laws.”  He said before Him, “Master of
the Universe, show him to me!”  He said to him, “Turn around.”  He [Moses] turned around.
He went and sat at the back of 18 rows [in Rabbi Akiva’s lecture] and did not know what they
were saying…He came back before the Holy One, Blessed be He, and said before Him, 
“Master of the Universe, You have a person such as this, and you give Torah by my hand?”  He
said to him, “Be silent – such is My plan.”  He said before Him, “Master of the Universe, You have
shown me his Torah, show me his reward!”  He said, “Turn around.”  He turned around; he saw
that they [the Romans] were weighing out his flesh in scales.  He said before Him, “Master of
the Universe, this is Torah, and this is its reward?!”  He said to him, “Be silent – such is My plan.”

Often this story is invoked for what it says about Torah and the role of human beings in its development and transmis-
sion.  But equally intriguing is the portrait of God found here.  On the one hand, this is an image of God as intimately
involved in the making and running of the world, down to the level of very small details.  God will place extra pen
strokes in the calligraphy of Torah letters, in anticipation of an individual rabbi who will live many years in the future.
But there is also a darker aspect to God’s involvement in the world.  God’s plans and activities, as depicted in this story,
are often beyond human comprehension, and may even appear to us as capricious or unfair.  God does what God does
– chooses to whom Torah will be transmitted, allows a great Torah scholar to suffer a martyr’s death – for reasons that-
even Moses, the greatest of all prophets, is not able or allowed to understand.  In many places, the rabbis claim that
good is rewarded and evil punished, but by telling stories like this one, they demonstrate that they also know that the
empirical evidence of the world can suggest otherwise.  As in our blessings over the bad as well as the good, we must
only accept that God is the Author of all that comes to us in this world, that things happen for God’s purposes even if
incomprehensible to us.
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And yet the rabbis were also certain that God is not inured to the suffering that comes of those decrees.  One of the
blessings described in Mishnah Berakhot 9:2 is said upon experiencing natural phenomena such as “shooting stars,
and zava’ot, and thunder, and winds, and lightening…: ‘Blessed is the One whose strength and might fill the world.’”
The Talmud thus asks (Berakhot 59a): What are these “zava’ot”?  The question is answered by means of a story:

“Rav Katina said,”an earthquake” [guha].  Rav Katina was going on the road.  When he came
to the entrance to the house of a bone necromancer, an earthquake struck.  He said, “Does
this bone necromancer know what this earthquake is?”  He [the necromancer] raised his voice
to him: “Katina, Katina, why wouldn’t I know?  At the time when the Holy One, Blessed be He,
remembers his children who are living in trouble among the peoples of the world, two tears
fall into the Great Sea, and His voice is heard from one end of the world to the other – and
this is an earthquake.”

Rav Katina dismisses the necromancer as a bearer of falsehoods, but the storyteller hints that he very well may be 
correct: “the fact that he [Rav Katina] did not agree with him was so that all the people should not be led astray after
him.”  Moreover, the passage continues with Rav Katina and several other rabbis each offering their own anthropomorphic
explanations of Divine actions – hand clapping, sighing, foot stamping – that create the shaking of the earth.  

Elsewhere in Berakhot (3b) there are similar images of God mourning for the destruction God has brought on the 
children of Israel.  In these examples, God’s mourning is not a rare occurrence, like the Divine tears that the 
necromancer claims cause earthquakes, but a regular, nightly event.  The rabbis console themselves with the thought
that so long as God’s people suffer, even if at God’s hand, God continually despairs for them.7

CONCLUSION

These sources make up only a small sample of the many Talmudic passages that speak of God, God’s nature, and 
the Divine-human relationship.  But even from this sample, we can see the complexity and, even, contradictions within
rabbinic thinking about this vast topic.  

The rabbis attempt to balance images of God as both close and transcendent; God is Omnipresent and God is Heavenly,
God’s Shekhinah is present among us, but God is above and over us as the Holy One and the Master of the Universe.
God has absolute control over the workings of the world, and yet God submits to the process of communal debate and
interpretation of the Torah.  And even as we praise God for not only the good that God provides for us, but also in 
acceptance (if not comprehension) of the bad that befalls us, God mourns the sufferings of God’s people.

7 See Michael Fishbane, “‘The Holy One Sits and Roars’: Mythopoesis and the Midrashic Imagination,” in The Midrashic Imagination: Exegesis, Thought,
and History, Michael Fishbane, ed. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), 60-77.
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GOD IN THE TALMUD – TEXT 1

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, YOMA 69B

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said: Why were they called the men of the Great Assembly?  Because they restored the crown
to its original glory.  Moses came, and said “The great, mighty and awesome God [Deuteronomy 10:17].”  Then Jeremiah
came; he said, “Strangers are croaking in His sanctuary – where is His awe? [Jeremiah 32:18]” – which means, he omit-
ted “awesome”.  Then Daniel came; he said, “Strangers are making slaves of His children – where is His might? [Daniel
9:4 ff.]” – which means, he omitted “might”.  

But the men of the Great Assembly said: On the contrary!  Here is the proof of God’s might: that he overcomes His own
inclination and is patient with the wicked.  And here is the proof of God’s awe: were it not for the awe of God, how could
a single nation of the seventy nations continue to exist?

But how could our teachers [Jeremiah and Daniel] uproot something which Moses had established?   Rabbi Elazar an-
swers: Because they knew that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is truthful.  Therefore they did not lie to him. 

• Look up the references.  What do they add?
• What were the circumstances in which Jeremiah and Daniel lived?
• What reasoning do the men of the Great Assembly use to justify restoring the full formula?
• What is Rabbi Elazar saying about God?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

30

STUDY QUESTIONS
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GOD IN THE TALMUD – TEXT 2

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, BERAKHOT 3A

Rabbi Isaac b Samuel says in the name of Rav:  There are three watches in the night, and at each and every watch 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, sits and roars like a lion, and says, “Alas for the children, for on account of their sins I 
destroyed my House and burned my Sanctuary and exiled them among the nations of the world.”… 

It was taught in a Baraita: Rabbi Yosi said: I was traveling on the road and went into one of the ruins of Jerusalem to
pray.  Elijah of blessed memory came to me and watched the door for me, and waited there until I had finished my
prayer.  He said to me, “Peace to you, my master and my teacher!”  Then he said to me, “My son, why did you go into
a ruin?”  I said: “To pray.”  He said, “You should have prayed on the road.”  I replied, “I thought that people passing by
might interrupt my prayers.”  He said, “You should have prayed a short version.”  And that is how I learned three things:
do not go into a ruin; pray on the road instead; and pray a short version when you do.  

Then he asked, “What sound did you hear in the ruin?”  I answered: “I heard a bat kol [a Divine voice] cooing like a dove,
‘Alas for the children, for on account of their sins I destroyed my House and burned my Sanctuary and exiled them
among the nations of the world.’” He said to me “By your life and the life of your head!  This is not the only time the
voice says that – every single day, three times a day, it does so also; and not only that, but every time a person from 
Israel goes into a synagogue or a study house and answers [the kaddish] with the words, ‘May His great Name be
blessed’, the Holy Blessed One nods His head and says, ‘Happy is the King who is praised in his house this way!’”  What
of the father who banishes his children?  And alas for the children who are banished from their father’s table!

• The words spoken in the first paragraph and the third are the same.  Do the different contexts make a difference to
their meaning?  How?

• What do you think is the significance of Elijah in this passage?
• How many different views of God are there in this passage?
• How does the final sentence of the passage fit with what precedes it?
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GOD IN THE TALMUD – TEXT 3

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, BERAKHOT 28B

When Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai became ill, his students went in to see him.  When he saw them he began to weep.
His students said to him, “Light of Israel! Right-hand pillar!  Strong hammer, why do you weep?”  He said to them, “If I
were being taken before a human king, who is here one day and the next day is dead and buried; who, if he is angry
with me will not stay angry with me for ever; who, if he punishes me, will not punish me for ever; and who if he kills
me does not condemn me to everlasting death; a king who I can appease with words, or bribe – even if that were the
case, I would weep!  And now I am being taken before the King of Kings, the Holy One, Blessed be He, who exists for
ever and ever.  If he is angry with me he will be angry with me for ever. If he punishes me, he will punish me for ever.
If he kills me, he will condemn me to everlasting death.  I cannot appease him with words, or bribe him.  Not only that,
but I see before me two paths.  One leads to the Garden of Eden and the other to Gehinnom, and I do not know down
which I shall be taken.  Shall I not weep?!”

His students said to him, “Master, please bless us.”  He said: “May the fear of Heaven be upon you like the fear of 
human beings.”  His students said to him, “Is that all?”  He said to them, “Don’t you understand?  When a man wants
to commit a transgression, what does he say? ‘I hope nobody sees me!’”

• What names for God are used in this passage?  How do they differ?
• What is the significance of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai’s blessing?
• What name do you think Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai would have used for God?
• If you had to name God using only this passage, what would you call God?
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GOD IN THE TALMUD – TEXT 4

MISHNAH SANHEDRIN 6:5

Rabbi Meir said: when a person is in pain, it is as if the Shekhinah says, “My head is hurting me!” or “My arm is hurting
me!”  This means that God [Hamakom] is in pain about the blood of the wicked which is shed; how much more so
when it is the blood of the righteous!

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, MEGILLAH 29A

It was taught in a Baraita: Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai said: Come and see how much the Holy One, blessed be He, loves
the children of Israel!  Wherever they were exiled, the Shekhinah is with them.  When they were exiled to Egypt – the
Shekhinah was with them, as it says: “Was I not revealed, yes, revealed, to your father’s house when you were in Egypt?
[I Samuel 2:27].”  When they were exiled to Babylon, the Shekhinah was with them, as it says: “For your sake I was sent
to Babylon [Isaiah 43:14].”  And at the time they are destined to be redeemed, the Shekhinah will be with them, as it is
said: “And Adonai your God will return your captivity [Deuteronomy 30:3].” 

It does not say “will cause to return” – it says “return”.  This teaches that the Holy One, blessed be He, will return with
them [himself] from captivity.

• What do we learn about the Shekhinah from the first text?
• What do we learn about the Shekhinah from the second text?
• Are God and the Shekhinah separate entities in these texts?
• What does it mean for the Shekhinah to be with the children of Israel in exile?
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GOD IN THE TALMUD – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, BERAKHOT 33B

MISHNAH: If, when a person is praying, he says… “May Your Name be mentioned for good” – people should silence him.

GEMARA: We understand why he is silenced…if he says, “May Your Name be mentioned for good” because this implies
for the good only, and not for evil, and it has been taught: “A person must bless God for evil just as they bless God for
good.”

BABYLONIAN TALMUD BERAKHOT 60A

A person must bless God for evil – In what kind of situation?  For example, if a flood swept over his land.  Even though
it will be a good thing for him [in the end] because the land will have acquired [extra] sediment and be more rich - for
the moment it is still evil.

Just as they bless God for good – In what kind of situation?  For example, if a person finds something valuable.  Even
though it will be a bad thing for him [in the end] because if the king hears about it, he will take it – for the moment it
is still good.

And if a man’s wife is pregnant, and he says, “May God grant that my wife give birth to a boy” – this is a prayer in vain.
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GOD IN MIDRASH
RABBI ILANA GRINBLAT

INTRODUCTION

To explore the understanding of God in the Midrash, I would like to begin with a story that took place long before
Midrash formally came into being. This story represents one of the first appearances in the Bible of the verb

darash, which is the root of Midrash.1 As Renee Bloch notes, the word Midrash is mentioned only twice in the Tanakh,
within the book of Chronicles, yet the verb darash appears frequently. “It evokes the idea of a directed search” and most 
often is used in a religious sense, meaning “to seek the response of God in worship and personal prayer.”2 This type of
seeking becomes the basis of Midrash and can become a paradigm for understanding the role of God in Midrash. 

This story is told in the book of Genesis that the matriarch Rebecca is in physical pain during pregnancy. The text
reads: “And the children struggled together inside her, and she said, ‘If it be so, why am I thus?’ and she went to inquire
[lidrosh] of the Lord.” 3

This darash (inquiry) was produced by personal suffering that was both physical and spiritual. Rebecca was in pain
and since she did not understand its cause, she faced a crisis of meaning. Her inquiry was urgent, and she longed for
a resolution to this problem.  The crisis caused her to ask an existential question: “im ken lama zeh anochi?”  This 
literally means: “If so, why this me?” It can alternately be understood: “Why is this happening to me?”4 or even “If so,
why do I exist?”5 Given what was happening to her, Rebecca sought to understand the nature of her place in the world.

With these queries in mind, she “went to inquire of the Lord.” Not God but Rebecca took the initiative in this quest.
Through her efforts, God – who initially felt distant from her – was brought closer. Prior to this moment, God never
spoke to Rebecca but because of her initiative, God responded.

The text continues: “And the Lord said to her, ‘Two nations are in your womb and two peoples shall be separated from
your bowels, and the one shall be stronger than the other people, and the elder shall serve the younger.’”6

In responding, God did not remove Rebecca’s pain. Rather, God helped her see the bigger picture by explaining the 
significance of the suffering. God showed Rebecca how her present pain would lead to a brighter future and how her
personal story was connected to the larger narrative of the Jewish people. God thereby revealed the purpose of 
Rebecca’s life, and she subsequently acted in pursuit of this vision.

These aspects of Rebecca’s story become the essential elements of Midrash and its understanding of God.
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1 This quote comes from the second passage in which the root “darash” is found in the Tanakh.
2 Renee Bloch, “Midrash,” in Jacob Neusner, ed. Origins of Judaism Vol. XI part I. (New York: Garland Publishing, 1990). p. 164.
3 Genesis 25:22. Translation by Harold Fisch, The Holy Scriptures. (Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 1998).
4 Per Fisch translation, “If it be so, why am I thus?” The Malbim understands this translation as: “If so, why am I in the world?”
5 Tanakh: A New Translation of the Holy Scriptures According to the Traditional Hebrew Text. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985). 
6 Genesis 25: 23.

BEGINNING WITH A CRISIS

As with Rebecca’s story, the starting place for the development of Midrash is in crisis. The body of literature known as
Midrash begins early in the Tannaitic period; the earliest written compilations of Midrash – the Mekhilta, Sifra, and
Sifre – are contemporaneous with the Mishnah (200 CE) although the teachings contained therein could be earlier. The
rabbis at this time were facing a great historical crisis in the aftermath of the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. They
also endured continuing oppression under Roman rule that entailed persecution and even death as punishment for
following Jewish practices.

The destruction of the Temple represented a crisis for the rabbis and the people on many levels. It was a physical 
disaster leading to the dispersal and death of many Jews. The destruction also presented a halakhic dilemma, a crisis
of Jewish law. Since so much of Jewish practice involved the Temple, Jewish law had to be completely reworked in the
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7 Barry Holtz, “Midrash,” in Back to the Sources (New York: Touchstone Publishers, 1984). p. 179.
8 Genesis Rabbah 22:9
9 David Stern, “The Rabbinic Parable and the Narrative of Interpretation,” in Michael Fishbane, ed., The Midrashic Imagination (Albany: Statue 
University of New York, 1993). p. 82.

absence of sacrifices. Furthermore, the destruction of the Temple presented a theological crisis regarding why God
would allow such a tragedy to happen and whether God still loved and protected the Jewish people. The historical
trauma produced an urgent crisis of meaning. Midrash sought to answer Rebecca’s question: “If so, why this me?” by
articulating: given these painful events, who am I, and how do I live in this kind of world?  

In addition to the historical calamity of this period, the rabbis responded to crises within the Torah text itself. The
starting point of Midrash is problems within the verses themselves, like grammatical incongruities, unclear words or
missing details. In responding to these “crises,” the rabbis simultaneously addressed the crises of their time and bridged
the gap between the biblical and rabbinic periods.

As Dr. Barry Holtz wrote, “Primarily we can see the central issue behind the emergence of Midrash as the need to deal
with the presence of cultural or religious tension and discontinuity. Where there are questions that demand answers
and where there are new cultural and intellectual pressures that must be addressed, Midrash comes into play as a way
of resolving crisis and reaffirming continuity with the traditions of the past.” 7

ASKING EXISTENTIAL QUESTIONS

With this backdrop, Midrash became a vehicle for the rabbis to ask existential questions about God. By couching their
questions within the biblical narratives, Midrash provided a safe vehicle for asking difficult questions of God that would
have been too dangerous to ask directly. Several well-known texts broach these questions. For example, in Genesis 
Rabbah (a midrashic collection edited in the 5th century) Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai gives the following interpretation
of Genesis 4:10:

“Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai said: This is a difficult thing to say, and it is impossible to say it
clearly. Once two athletes were wrestling before the king. If the king wants, they can be sep-
arated, but he did not want them separated. One overcame the other and killed him. The
loser cried out as he died: ‘Who will get justice for me from the king?’ Thus: ‘The voice of
your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the land.’(Genesis 4:10).” 8

By using the metaphor of the king failing to intervene in the wrestling match, Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai was able to ask
why God does not stop human conduct and thereby hold God responsible for such evil. The rabbi admitted that he would
be unable to ask this question (or make this implicit criticism of God) without the vehicle of Midrash. Like the athletes
in the parable, Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai wrestled with God and the theological questions raised by the crisis of his time.

Dr. David Stern notes that obfuscation is a common feature of Midrash in general and the mashal (parable) in particular.
“This model of the mashal sees the literary form as one typically used in political or religious oppressive situations to
express controversial or dangerous beliefs that were better not articulated openly, or could not be, either for political
or doctrinal reasons.” 9

In this sense, Midrash is particularly important for our own time. Like the rabbis after the destruction of the Temple,
we face a cataclysmic tragedy that calls into question our core beliefs. The Holocaust raises these same theological 
questions: Why does God not intervene to prevent human evil? Why does God not protect good people? Does God still
love us? How can we maintain our faith in an evil world? The questions asked by the rabbis, although ancient, could
not be more contemporary. In this sense, Midrash can help us in our own God wrestling.
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10 Literally, God gave the Torah to Israel, God only gave it as wheat from which to make flour and flax from which to make cloth through a general rule 
followed by a detail and a detail followed by a general rule, and a general ruled followed by a detail and a general rule. These are the 4th, 5th and 6th of R.
Ishmael’s 13 rules of interpretation.
11 Reuven Kimmelman, The Hidden Poetry of the Jewish Prayerbook. (Our Learning Company, 2005). Lecture 7.

HUMAN INITIATIVE

In Rebecca’s story, crises and existential questions led her to seek out God.  In many cases within the Bible, God takes
the first step and speaks to people, but here she takes the initiative and reaches toward God who has been distant
from her until this point. Likewise, Midrash emphasizes human initiative in the divine-human encounter. Human
actions and creativity deepen the relationship with God.

One parable in Eliahu Zuta, a midrashic collection written between the seventh and tenth centuries, illustrates this
point:

“A king of flesh and blood had two servants whom he loved completely. He gave each of them
a measure of wheat and a bundle of flax. The intelligent one what did he do? He wove the flax
into a cloth and made flour from the wheat, sifted it, ground it, kneaded it, and baked it and
arranged it on the table, spread upon it the cloth and left it until the king returned. The 
stupid one did not do anything. After a time, the king returned to his house and said to them:
‘My sons, bring me what I gave you.’ One brought out the table set with the bread and the cloth
spread upon it, and the other brought the wheat in a basket and the bundle of flax with it. Oh
what an embarrassment! Oh what a disgrace! Which do you think was most beloved? The one
who brought the table with the bread upon it… (Similarly) when God gave the Torah to 
Israel, God gave it as wheat from which to make flour and flax from which to make clothing
through the rules of interpretation.” 10

Interestingly, the king (who represents God) begins by showing love to his servants/sons by giving them these gifts but
then disappears without an explanation. During that absence, the wise son (who represents the people Israel) takes
the initiative and works the raw materials of Torah into artistic creations through the process of Midrash. This handiwork
is pleasing to the king/God when he returns. The human activity of interpretation becomes the vehicle for sustaining
the divine-human relationship when God cannot be found. This Midrash acknowledges that God may feel distant at
times in our lives, but God does not permanently disappear. God will return and be pleased with how we lovingly trans-
formed the Torah. Midrash becomes a vehicle for expressing love in the divine-human bond, which is mutual. God
showed love for the people of Israel by giving them the Torah, and the people show love for God by interpreting it. 

This reciprocity is striking. The simplicity of the parable masks how radical it is. One might expect that when the king
comes back, he would favor the son who preserved the gifts intact rather than the son who changed them. A lender
generally expects an item to be returned by the borrower in its original condition. Likewise, many religious traditions
maintain that the human role is not to reread or interpret scripture but accept it literally and abide by the rules. 
However, according to this Midrash and the spirit of Jewish writings over the centuries, the Torah was not lent to 
the people but given freely as a gift; human beings are not only allowed but expected to transform it as a means of 
expressing love for their Creator.

The reciprocity of the divine-human relationship is especially noteworthy in contrast to Christianity. Rabbi Dr. Reuven
Kimmelman notes that in Christianity, God gave God’s only son as a sacrifice that expressed divine love for people.
This sacrifice is so extreme that there is nothing comparable that a person can give God in return. This gift cannot be
reciprocated but only accepted in gratitude. By contrast, in Judaism God gave the Torah as an expression of divine love,
and one can easily reciprocate by interpreting the Torah – making wheat into flour and weaving flax into cloth.11 
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The importance of the human role in the divine-human relationship is seen in many places in Midrash, most notably in
the first of the Ten Commandments – the quintessential moment of God’s revelation. The Mekhilta begins its interpre-
tation of the First Commandment with the following parable:

“Why were the Ten Commandments not written in the beginning of the Torah? A parable was
given. To what may this be compared? To a king who entered a province said to the people,
‘May I be your king?’ The people said to him: ‘You have not done anything good for us that you
should rule over us.’ What did he do? He built the (city) wall for them, he brought in the
water (supply) for them, and he fought their wars. He said to them: ‘May I be your king?’
They said to him: ‘Yes, yes.’ Likewise, God brought the Israelites out of Egypt, divided the
sea for them, sent down manna for them, brought up the well for them, brought quail for
them, and fought for them the war with Amalek. Then God said to them: ‘Am I to be your
king?’ And they replied, ‘Yes, yes.’ ”12

Here, in God’s most forceful display of revelation, the Midrash notes the power of the people. In order for God to rule
over the people, they had to accept God’s rule. In this parable, God needs to establish credibility with the people before
being accepted. God’s authority derives from the people’s affirmation. In this sense, the human-divine relationship is
truly a partnership – wherein God rules and the people uphold God as their ruler.

God is clearly the senior partner in the relationship. In the Midrashic metaphor, God is the king and we are the subjects,
or alternately God is the parent and we are the children. However, God’s seniority does not diminish the importance of
the human role in the relationship. We are not passive but active partners in the joint task of bringing Torah to the world.

BRINGING GOD CLOSE

Rebecca’s seeking elicits a response from God and calls God into interaction with her. Likewise, the midrashic process
does not merely pass the time while the king/God is away. Rather it beckons the king/God back home. Midrash gives
people a way to feel God’s presence through the text. As Stern notes, midrash does not merely “aim at discovering
meaning in the text but at restoring the absent presence, the guarantor of meaning. Its real aim is the restoration of a
feeling of intimacy and relationship with the estranged text, and therefore with God.”13

This point can be illustrated by a midrash in Lamentations Rabbah (a fifth century compilation):

“R Abba bar Kahana said: This situation may be likened to a king who married a lady and
wrote her a long ketubah [wedding contract] that enumerated: ‘So many state-apartments I
am preparing for you, so many jewels I am preparing for you, and so much silver and gold I
give you.’ The king left her and went to a distant land for many years. Her neighbors used to
vex her saying, ‘Your husband has deserted you. Come and be married to another man.’ She
wept and sighed but whenever she went into her room and read her ketubah, she would be
consoled. After many years, the king returned and said to her, ‘I am astonished that you
waited for me all these years.’ She replied, ‘My lord king, if it had not been for the generous
ketubah you wrote me, then surely my neighbors would have won me over.’ So the nations
of the world taunt Israel and say, ‘Your God has no need of you; he has deserted you and 
removed His presence from you. Come to us, and we shall appoint commanders and leaders
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of every sort for you.’ Israel enters the synagogues and houses of study and reads in the Torah,
‘I will look with favor upon you … and I will not spurn you.’ (Leviticus 26: 9-11) and they are
consoled.  In the future, the Holy One, blessed be He, will say to Israel, ‘I am astonished that
you waited for me all these years,’ and they will reply, ‘If it had not been for the Torah which
you gave us … the nations of the world would have led us astray.’ Therefore it is stated, ‘This
do I recall and therefore have hope.’ (Lamentations 3:21)” 14

By reading the ketubah, the wife in this story was able to feel her husband’s love despite the neighbors’ taunts, and she
maintained hope that eventually he would return to her completely. Likewise, Midrash allows the people of Israel to 
experience God’s love through the Torah and feel God’s closeness, even in a brutal world. Midrash fosters hope in the
coming of the messianic era where God’s presence will be felt more fully and directly in the redeemed world. 

As Stern notes,15 this story leaves unanswered many theological questions. It does not explain why the king went away
for so long or when he will be returning. The Midrash cannot answer those questions (and nor can we). The Midrash
is remarkably honest about the challenge of living in this world where God can feel distant. Nevertheless, people can
feel close to God and have faith. They can experience God’s love and express love for God. Midrash gives them a way.  

FINDING MEANING

When speaking to Rebecca, God gave her an explanation for her situation that linked her with the larger historical 
narrative. God did not eliminate her pain, but she was comforted to see her suffering as part of a greater purpose in
her life. Similarly, by interpreting the Torah, the rabbis uncovered God-given meaning in their lives. Their pain was not
removed; they still lived under excruciatingly difficult circumstances, but they found strength in seeing their lives as
part of a whole that God lovingly created and would ultimately redeem. The people thereby were connected to God and
each other, to their ancestors and descendants who would share a sacred task.

For example, the Mekhilta offers the following interpretation of the last words of the second of the Ten Command-
ments:

“Rabbi Natan says: ‘To them that love Me and keep My commandments.’ These are the people
of Israel who live in the land of Israel and give their lives for the sake of the commandments.
‘Why are you being led out to be decapitated?’ ‘Because I circumcised my son.’ ‘Why are you
being led out to be burned?’ ‘Because I read in the Torah.’ ‘Why are you being led out to be
crucified?’ ‘Because I ate unleavened bread.’ ‘Why are you receiving one hundred lashes?’ 
‘Because I shook the lulav,’ as it is written, ‘That I was wounded in the house of those who
love me’ [Zechariah 13: 6]. These wounds caused me to be beloved of my father in heaven.”16

Here God is not the source of suffering (although God does not intervene to stop it). God does not want the people 
to suffer, yet the people’s fidelity to God and their tradition despite suffering makes them beloved in God’s eyes. The
children of Israel can experience God’s love even amid pain because they know that they are fulfilling their purpose of
“loving God and keeping the commandments.” 

While pain is not removed, it is made bearable in the context of greater meaning. The eighteenth century Hassidic
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berdichev, whose town faced a deadly plague, prayed these words: “Master of the universe, I do
not know what questions to ask. I do not expect You to reveal Your secrets to me. All I ask is that You show me one thing:
what this moment means to me and what You demand of me. I do not ask why I suffer. I ask only do I suffer for Your sake.”
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Midrash answers Rabbi Levi Yitzchak’s prayer. Through the process of Midrash, the rabbis show precisely “what this 
moment means” and “what God demands” of them. Although the Midrash cannot adequately answer the question “Why
do I suffer?” it reassures the people in pain that God is with them.

Renee Bloch explains: 

“Midrash always involves a living Word addressed personally to the people of God and each of its
members, a Word which makes clear the divine wishes and demands and calls for a response, never

theoretical, and a commitment: the fidelity of a people and each of its members to the demands which
the Word makes manifest. Revealed at a specific point in history, this Word is nevertheless addressed
to people of all times. Thus it ought to remain open indefinitely to all new understanding of the 
message, all legitimate adaptations to all situations … So long as there is a people of God who regard
the Bible as the living Word of God, there will be midrash.”17

CONTEMPORARY IMPLICATIONS

Today, daily life is far more comfortable and secure than it was in biblical and rabbinic times, yet like our ancestors we
have witnessed catastrophes of cataclysmic proportions. We, too, face historical struggles as well as personal crises.
These moments prompt us to wrestle with existential and theological questions. Like our predecessors, we long for
closeness with God yet often feel distant. We seek the deeper purpose of our lives – both in pain and joy.

For us as for the rabbis, Midrash can be a vehicle that brings us closer to ultimate meaning. Through creative interpre-
tation, we can uncover God’s presence in our lives. We can feel God’s love through the gift of Torah and express our
love in return. We can find comfort in our struggles by discovering a higher purpose. Like Rebecca, through seeking
we can “walk with God.” 
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SHEMOT RABBAH PARASHAH III:6 [BASED ON EXODUS 3:6]

AND GOD SAID [TO MOSES] I AM THE GOD OF YOUR FATHERS [THE GOD OF ABRAHAM, THE GOD OF ISAAC,
THE GOD OF JACOB].  R Abba b. Mammel said: God said to Moses, “You wish to know my name?  Well, I am called 
according to my work.  Sometimes I am called ‘Almighty God’, ‘Lord of Hosts’, ‘God’, ‘Lord’.  When I am judging created
beings I am called ‘God’ and when I am waging war against the wicked I am called ‘Lord of Hosts’.  When I suspend 
judgment for man’s sins I am called ‘Almighty God [el shaddai]‘ and when I am merciful to my world I am called ‘Adonai’,
for Adonai is the attribute of mercy, as it is said: ‘The Lord, the Lord, God, merciful and gracious [Exodus 34:6]’.  Hence
I AM THAT I AM in virtue of my deeds.”

R Isaac said: God said to Moses, ‘Tell them that I am now what I always was and always will be’; this is why the word
ehyeh is written three times…

COMPARE:

PESIKTA D’RAV KAHANA 12:25 [BASED ON EXODUS 20:2]

I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD.  Hanania bar Papa said: The Holy Blessed One appeared to them with an angry face, and
with a neutral face, and with a friendly face, and with a smiling face.  The angry face was for Torah: when a person
teaches their son Torah, they should do so with awe. The neutral face was for Mishnah.  The friendly face was for 
Talmud.  The smiling face was for aggadah [Midrash]. The Holy Blessed One said to them, even though you see all of
these different faces I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD. 

• Look up the quotations in their context.  What does the context add?
• What do God’s names say about God in the first Midrash?
• What names would you give to the faces in the second Midrash?
• Do you think there might be other names for God?  If so – what might they be?
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GOD IN MIDRASH – TEXT 2

MEKHILTA D’RABBI ISHMAEL BAHODESH 5 [BASED ON EXODUS 20:2]

I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD.  Why is this said?  Because at the sea he appeared to them as a mighty hero doing bat-
tle, as it is said: “The Lord is a man of war [Exodus 15:3].”  At Sinai he appeared to them as an old man full of mercy.
It is said: “And they saw the God of Israel etc. [Exodus 24:10].” And of the time after they had been redeemed, what
does it say?  “And the like of the very heaven for clarity [Exodus 24:10].”  Again it says: “I looked until thrones were
placed [Daniel 7:9].” And it also says: “A fiery stream issued and came forth from before him etc. [Daniel 7:10].”  

So as to ensure the nations of the world do not claim that there are two authorities, the Torah states: “I am the Lord
your God.  I am the One who was in Egypt, and I am the One who was at the sea.  I am the One who was at Sinai.  I am
the One who was in the past and I am the One who will be in the future.  I am the One who is in this world and I am the
One who will be in the world to come, as it is said, ‘See now that I, even I, am he’ etc [Deuteronomy 32:9].”  And it says:
“Even to old age I am the same [Isaiah 46:4].”  And it says: “Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel and his redeemer the
Lord of Hosts: I am the first and I am the last [Isaiah 44:6].”

• Look up the quotations in their context.  What does the context add?
• How else has God appeared in Jewish history?
• How can God be one and yet multiple?  What does it mean that we understand God in this way?
• Do you think there might be other names for God?  If so – what might they be?
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GOD IN MIDRASH – TEXT 3

MEKHILTA D’RABBI ISHMAEL BAHODESH 6 [BASED ON EXODUS 20:2-3]

YOU SHALL HAVE NO OTHER GODS BEFORE ME. Why is this written, since it is written, “I am the Lord your God?”
This can be compared to a human king who entered a country. His servants said to him: “Decree upon them decrees.”
He said to them, “No, when they will accept my rule, then I will decree upon them decrees, because if they do not ac-
cept my rule, they will not accept my decrees.” Similarly, God said to Israel, “I am the Lord your God” and “Do not have
any other gods before me.” God said to them, “I am the One whose rule you accepted in Egypt, is that right?” They said
to him: “Yes.” [God continued] “So just as you accepted my rule upon you, accept my decrees: You shall have no other
gods before me.”

COMPARE:

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, SHABBAT 88A

AND THEY STOOD UNDER THE MOUNTAIN.  R Abdimi b Hama b Hasa said: This teaches that the Holy Blessed One
turned the mountain upside down over them like a barrel, and said to them, “If you accept the Torah, that is good: and
if not, here is where you will be buried!”

• Look up the quotations in their context.  What does the context add?
• How does the passage from the Midrash differ from the passage in the Talmud?
• What does that difference say about how we can understand God?
• Do you think there might be other ways to envisage God?  If so – what might they be?
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GOD IN MIDRASH – TEXT 4

PESIKTA D’RAV KAHANA 12:25 [BASED ON EXODUS 20:2]

I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD…Rabbi Levi said that the Holy Blessed One appeared like one of those icons which has
faces everywhere; a thousand people can look at it, and it looks back at each one.  In the same way, when God spoke,
each individual could say, “the speaker is speaking to me!” It does not say “I am the Lord your God” with “you” in the
plural; it says “you” in the singular. 

Rabbi Yosi bar Hanina said: God’s speech came to each individual according to their capacity.  Do not be surprised at
this: when the manna descended for Israel, each person tasted it according to their own capacity.  Infants tasted it ac-
cording to their capacity, the young according to theirs, elders according to theirs.  To infants according to their ca-
pacity it tasted like their mothers’ milk, as it says: “It tasted like rich cream [Num. 11:8].”  To the young it tasted
according to their capacity, as it says: “My bread, which I gave you: bread, and oil, and honey [Ezekiel 16:19].”  To eld-
ers it tasted according to their capacity, as it says: “The taste of it was like wafers made with honey [Ex. 16:31].”  In the
same way as the manna tasted in each person’s mouth according to their capacity, so each individual heard God’s speech
according to their capacity.

• Look up the quotations in their context.  What does the context add?
• How else might God have appeared at Sinai?
• How can God be one and yet multiple?  What does it say that we understand God in this way?
• Do you think there might be other ways to ‘taste’ God?  If so – what might they be?
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GOD IN MIDRASH – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

EVERY MAN HAS A NAME
ZELDA

every man has a name
given to him by God
& given to him by his father and his mother
every man has a name
given to him by his height & the way that he smiles
& given to him by his clothing
every man has a name
given to him by the mountains
& given to him by his walls
every man has a name
given to him by the constellations
& given to him by his neighbors
every man has a name
given to him by his sins
& given to him by his longing
every man has a name
given to him by his enemies
& given to him by his love
every man has a name
given to him by his celebrations
& given to him by his work
every man has a name
given to him by the seasons of the year
& given to him by his blindness
every man has a name
given to him by the sea
& given to him
by his death.
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GOD IN HALAKHAH
RABBI DANIEL S. NEVINS

In physics, one frequently studies the rules of motion with a “given” assumption that simplifies the process of study.
Assuming the absence of gravity, a vacuum, and the lack of friction, objects can be expected to move at a specific

velocity with a precise force. Reality, of course, is much messier. Objects interact in unpredicted ways, yielding a 
physical reality which is difficult to understand. Nevertheless, the laws of physics remain in force, governing each
movement with great power and even beauty. While the simplicity of the “given” may be necessary to begin studying
physics, it is the complexity of reality which makes this discipline achieve its greatest value.

So too is it with another system that describes rules of motion. We call this system “halakhah,” which means “pathway.”
The halakhah is designed to work under certain “givens.” For example, it initially assumes that the People Israel has
theocratic sovereignty over the Land of Israel, and that our religious worship is centered still upon the daily operation
of the holy Temple in Jerusalem. Within these assumptions, halakhah can prescribe and even predict the conduct of
the entire nation of Israel living in covenant with God. 

In the thirteenth century, the great legalist and philosopher Maimonides wrote a code of halakhah called Mishneh
Torah (“Repetition of the Law”) which worked under this assumption. He described the function of the Jewish king,
the Sanhedrin and the entire range of sacrifices, despite the fact that none of these institutions had existed for the past
twelve centuries. In this idealized reality, God’s presence is clear and unquestioned. God provides the Land, the rain
and food, the Temple and all of the blessings enjoyed by Israel. 

As in physics, in halakhah one moves from this idealized vision to a far more complicated reality. Halakhah today ad-
dresses a world without a Temple, in which Jewish law is considered optional by most of the world’s Jews, including
the vast majority of the residents of Israel. Our question is whether God’s presence can still be discerned in a system
which is so far removed from its ideal state. 

Put another way, when the Temple was destroyed and the people of Israel were exiled, what became of God? Without
the central shrine, God would seem to have exited the stage of history. Indeed, the book of Deuteronomy (31:18) de-
scribes exile in terms of God “hiding the presence” from the people of Israel. Without the Temple, God’s dwelling place,
there would seem to be no further manifestation of God’s presence among the people. How then, did the people of Is-
rael manage not only to survive, but to thrive, during two millennia of dispersion?

The answer, paradoxically, is the halakhah, or Jewish law. No matter that the “givens” of Jewish existence have been
taken away. No matter that the halakhic assumptions of a Temple and a theocracy are no longer true, and not even de-
sired by the majority of today’s Jews. Nevertheless, it is the law which has allowed Jews in disparate cultures and cen-
turies to maintain their collective identity. And it is the law which has allowed Israel to feel God’s presence even in the
bleakest of circumstances. In the years following the Roman destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E. a new class of Jew-
ish leaders entitled “rabbis” boldly asserted the continued presence of God within the community of Torah study. 

This concept is stated emphatically in Tractate Berakhot (8a): “From the day the Temple was destroyed, the Holy
Blessed One has no place in His world other than the four cubits of halakhah alone.” The fixed physical shrine has been
replaced by a mobile, dynamic expression of the covenant. In Tractate Avot (3:6) Rabbi Halafta states: “Wherever ten
Jews sit and study Torah, God’s presence dwells in their midst.” In Abrahamic fashion, he then lowers the threshold so
that the same can be said wherever five Jews study Torah together, or even three, or even two, or even one. Where there
is Torah study, there is God. The Torah has replaced the Temple as divine abode. But what, exactly, is the halakhah?

Simply stated, halakhah refers to Jewish law. Yet there are other Hebrew synonyms for Jewish law: mishpat (“justice”),
din (“judgment”), and, of course, Torah (“instruction”). What need is there for an additional term? Each word has its
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GOD IN HALAKHAH

own associations. Mishpat alludes to justice with a capital J—the abstract ideal of a good society. Din refers to spe-
cific rulings, but also to the stringent quality of the law. Torah of course includes a world of associations linking human
teaching with its divine origin.  What then of halakhah? This term literally means “pathway”; it is thus a metaphor of
motion. The law is not a fixed object, neatly contained on a bookshelf. Just as God is infinite and irreducible, and just
as the people Israel is constantly adapting to the demands of covenantal life, so too the connective tissue that links Is-
rael to God is dynamic. That vibrant connection is known as halakhah.

Moses repeatedly asserts the association of God’s presence amidst Israel with the people’s observance of the law. In
chapter four of Deuteronomy (verses 7-8), he commands his people to “cling to the Lord your God,” for what other na-
tion has God so close nearby, or has such righteous laws and statutes?  Implicit in Moses’s sermon is his belief that
when the people of Israel maintains righteous law, then God is in their midst.

The Jewish people has privileged religious practice over abstract faith as the way to welcome God’s presence. As Rabbi
Joseph Karo states in the opening words of his famous code, the Shulchan Arukh, “A person should strengthen 
himself to rise like a lion in the morning to serve his creator!” By following the daily discipline of the halakhah, a 
person welcomes God into his or her life. Even meditation is used by the rabbis to enhance, rather than to replace, the
discipline of serving God through the halakhah. 

In the blessing prior to the recitation of Shema, Jewish liturgy describes God’s love in legal terms. God shows great love
for “his people” by gifting them with Torah and commandments. In the first paragraph of the Shema, Israel is instructed
to show love for God by studying the law and by observing its commandments. Enshrined in the central creed of 
Judaism is thus the faith that the halakhah binds Israel to God in love. Even the words of the Shema are less about 
theology than about fidelity. “Understand this, Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone!” This famous statement
tells us little about the nature of God, but much about the loyalty expected of Israel towards God. 

Ironically, the Rabbis felt that occasion could arise in which God’s presence would be disruptive of their practice of legal
interpretation. In one of the most startling passages in rabbinic (or even religious) literature, the Rabbis tell God to stay
out of their deliberations, for “the law was given at Sinai, and is no longer determined by a heavenly voice” (Bava 
Metzia 59b).  While this might seem disrespectful, in truth the Rabbis felt that their greatest service to God was not in
emulating the prophets, but rather in constructing a portable and durable place for God in the law. At times the law 
requires submission, but there are also moments in which religious leaders need to assert their own authority, even in
apparent conflict with divine instruction.

From the rabbinic perspective, God has provided all of the tools necessary to interpret the law: biblical text, oral 
tradition, and logic. Well, nearly all of the tools! There are more than 300 points in the Talmud where the Rabbis are
unable to resolve the law. In such cases the Talmud simply states an acronym: Teyku—Tishbi Yitareitz Kushyot
Uba’ayot—the messianic harbinger, Elijah the Tishbite, will resolve all remaining problems and questions.  Has God 
absented from the law in such points of ambiguity? Not at all! Each unresolved legal issue increases yearning for the
redemption. When the messiah arrives, some will be most eager to see the Temple rebuilt, others to see the dead 
resurrected, and still others the onset of world peace. But one senses that the Rabbis are most eager to greet the 
messiah with their thorniest halakhic questions. Only by resolving these legal matters will God’s presence become 
completely manifest in the law.

Until the messianic era, it is the responsibility of rabbis to interpret the halakhah. How are they to do this? What 
values, what procedures and what texts are the foundation of sacred law? “The Lord will establish you as His holy people,
as He swore to you, if you keep the commandments of the Lord your God and walk in His ways (Deuteronomy 28:9).”
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GOD IN HALAKHAH

The foundation of halakhic process, as indicated in this verse, is to fulfill God’s promise that Israel shall become a 
holy people. Israel exists to become holy (Leviticus 19:2); only the rebel Korach could claim that Israel already is holy
(Numbers 16:3). Observance of the commandments and following God’s path are the tools provided by God in order
to fulfill our covenantal mandate. 

It is significant that this verse differentiates between observing the commandments and walking in God’s ways. The 
latter verb, from which we derive the notion of halakhah, implies that there is more to walking with God than simply
fulfilling the mitzvot. Indeed, the Midrash reads this verse as a requirement that Israel emulate God’s compassion and
patience: “Just as God is patient with sinners and accepts their repentance, so should you be patient with each other
when it benefits the other, but not be patient when another is suffering (Midrash Eliahu Rabbah 24).”

As such, the goal of the halakhic process is to lead the people of Israel toward their destiny as a holy people. This
process requires halakhic guides to challenge and criticize at times, and to offer compassion and patience at other
times. Halakhah is a living process by which the eternal truths of Torah govern the conflicted and messy lives of human
beings.

Rabbis who accept responsibility for halakhic interpretation must always keep in mind the goal of guiding their fellow
Jews towards holiness through the mechanism of mitzvot. In an era when personal autonomy has effectively become
the regnant theology, halakhah seeks to restore a sense of humility in the Jewish soul. The imposition of limits that 
control the diet, the speech and the habits of every Jew is meant to sanctify life. This is why many mitzvot are accom-
panied by the blessing “asher kidshanu bimitzvotav.” God makes us holy through His commandments.

Halakhic process constrains the individual to follow paths of practice, both ritual and moral, which come from our 
tradition of Torah. As such, halakhah is essentially a conservative force. Textual and lived precedents are the normative
guides for halakhic process. Yet this very same process must never be reduced to a formalistic application of rules. 
The rules are called righteous, after all (Deuteronomy 4:8). The very heart of the halakhic process is to challenge its
practitioners to walk in God’s ways, emulating the values of justice and compassion which suffuse the Torah.

There have been times in Jewish history in which the halakhah was criticized for being not a forum for welcoming God,
but a substitute for the divine presence. This was the initial complaint of the Hassidim, a charismatic early modern sect.
The Hassidim never rejected the law per se, but rather objected to the formalistic observance of its dictates.  For 
example, the verse (Leviticus 6:2) “Zot Torat ha-olah” literally means, “This is the instruction of the burnt offering
[olah],” but the Hassidim read the final object as a verb: “This is the Torah that ascends.” They complained that many
pious Jews offered an arid expression of Torah study and prayer that could never ascend. Like a bird coated in oil,
their halakhah had been stripped of its defining quality—the ability to soar to God. The Hassidim did not reject the law;
they rejected the formalistic application which reduced halakhah to an artless arithmetic. 

Just as God’s presence can be exiled from the Land of Israel, so too can God be exiled from the halakhah. It is the duty
of all Jews to approach the law not only as a legal or even moral discipline, but also as an expression of deep spiritual
connection to God. The rabbis referred to this progression as moving from observing the “Torah from reverence” to
“Torah from love.”

Psalm 19 states that “The teaching of the Lord is perfect, restoring the soul” and continues to claim that God’s 
instruction leads to wisdom, joy and enlightenment. The halakhic process leads to these benefits by restricting 
individual autonomy and challenging each Jew to pursue the covenantal promise of becoming holy to God.
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GOD IN HALAKHAH

The term halakhah, “pathway,” implies a deliberate and calm rate of progress. Not skipping, nor leaping nor scampering,
but walking. Not stopping, nor digging in, but walking. This metaphor of movement illuminates the great power of our
legal tradition. 

Precedent, both textual and practical, is the point of origin that sets the course for our walk with God. But the vision of re-
demption is what gives purpose and orientation to the path ahead. Piskei Halakhah1 which do not grow organically from
precedent disrupt the path and endanger the collective nature of this Jewish journey. But a rear-facing walk that fails to
view our covenantal goals and prefers to return to some edenic past threatens to endanger the entire future of our people.

The posek2 must demonstrate deep knowledge and reverence for halakhic precedent. He or she should exhibit great
humility, but should also recall the teaching of Hillel: “Do not say that a matter cannot be understood, for in the end it
will be understood (Mishnah Avot 2:4).” Rather, the posek should survey the available arsenal of texts and practices in
order to equip the Jewish people to continue on its collective path to holiness.

On one level, the authority of halakhah is even throughout the system. Nevertheless, there is an established differen-
tiation between rules which are Biblical, and those which are rabbinic. Rulings which are understood to be of Biblical
origin and which have been reaffirmed by rabbinic interpretation are assumed worthy of the greatest respect and fi-
delity. If the tension between our goal of holiness and our respect for precedent becomes too great, the posek must em-
ploy interpretive ingenuity in order to maintain reverence for the Torah while giving relevant religious guidance to the
people of Israel. Topics that have elicited such reinterpretation in modern times have included slavery, ethnic cleans-
ing, the laws of mamzerut,3 and the subjugation of women. 

Daniel Boyarin writes about discovering a “usable past” which may involve “finding ways to contextualize and historicize
recalcitrant and unpalatable aspects of the culture such that we can move beyond them.” He adds that, “for that past
to be usable, it must carry conviction (at least for me) that it is a plausible reconstruction based on the data 
before us.”4 What is true for an academic scholar is equally valid for a religious leader whose goal is to guide current
and future Jews ever closer to the covenantal ideal of holiness.

Halakhah cannot be practiced alone. The covenant between God and Israel is collective. Even after the incident of the
golden calf, Moses rejects God’s offer to wipe out Israel and start afresh with him. Therefore, the collective responsi-
bility of Israel for the covenant is enormous.

Tragically, the people of Israel has had persistent difficulties observing even the most fundamental tenets of the
covenant, such as the prohibition of idolatry. Yet, flagrant violations of the covenant did not succeed in changing 
its terms. The people were ignored by God, chastised by the prophets and exiled, but they were always welcomed to
return in repentance to God. 

Thus it would be false to suggest that popular abandonment of the mitzvot has the capacity of changing the terms 
of the covenant. Judaism remains a collective enterprise growing out of three millennia of Torah and mitzvot, and
stretching ahead toward the redemption. Individuals who abandon the practices and beliefs of Judaism do not have the
capacity to alter God’s covenant with Israel.
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GOD IN HALAKHAH

Nevertheless, it is evident that the collective understanding of holiness has significant theological and normative power:

• In ancient times, spoken prayer was devalued in comparison to animal sacrifice. Two millennia after the 
destruction of our Temple this “service of the heart” is understood as superior.

• In ancient times, gentiles were often viewed as the profane opposite of holy Israelites. Today we realize that 
other religious cultures can guide their best practitioners toward holiness, and that our own holy Torah can be 
distorted into a tool of intolerance and even violence. We balance humility towards other people with pride in 
our sacred tradition.

• In ancient times, Jewish men described the socially subservient status of women as religiously ordained and 
perhaps biologically determined. Today our collective understanding of holiness has clarified that the covenant 
includes men and women equally, and that all share equal dignity as creatures fashioned in the image of God. 

• In ancient times, homosexual intimacy was understood to be an abomination—a direct attack upon 
the Torah’s teaching of holiness. Today, Conservative poskim are struggling to understand the predicament of 
gay and lesbian people and to investigate how the Torah’s lessons of holiness can govern their lives.

Popular practice cannot abrogate the tradition, but the collective Jewish judgment of how to become a holy nation can
motivate poskei halakhah to interpret our tradition in novel ways that are not only usable, but are also challenging and
conducive to a life of holiness.

When the Temple was destroyed, God’s holy presence (Shekhinah) went into exile with the people of Israel. In every
place where Judaism is practiced, God is present. Wherever the Torah is studied, God is present. In every kitchen
where kashrut is kept, God is present. Every time that a person bends her will to the challenge of Torah, God is 
present. Every instance that a person expresses compassion for his neighbor, God is present. Our actions determine
our access to the divine. This is the core of halakhic faith. God may not have a physical point of access in our world.
But in the practice of halakhah, the Holy Blessed one of Israel is never absent.
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GOD IN HALAKHAH – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, BAVA METZIA 59B

It was taught: On that day [of the debate regarding the ritual purity of an oven] Rabbi Eliezer replied with every legal
retort in the world, but they [the other rabbis] didn’t accept his view. He said to them, “If the halakhah is according to
my view, this carob tree will prove it” - the carob tree was uprooted from its place by one hundred cubits (some say,
400 cubits!). They replied to him, “You can’t prove it with a carob tree!” He said to them, “If the halakhah is according
to my view, this stream of water will prove it” - the water flowed backwards. They replied to him, “You can’t prove it
with a stream of water!” He retorted to them, “If the halakhah is according to my view, the walls of the study hall will
prove it” - the study house walls started to cave in until Rabbi Yehoshuah rebuked them: “Scholars are arguing with each
other—what is your part in this?” They didn’t fall, out of respect for Rabbi Yehoshua, but they didn’t straighten out from
respect for Rabbi Eliezer, and they remain thus. [Rabbi Eliezer] came back and said, “If the halakhah is according to
my view, from the heavens they will prove it!” A divine voice called out, “What’s with you and Rabbi Eliezer? The law
is always in accord with him!” Rabbi Yehoshuah got up on his feet and said, “It is not in heaven! [Deuteronomy 30]”

What “is not in heaven?” Rabbi Yirmiah says, since the Torah was already given at Mount Sinai, we no longer listen to
heavenly voices, for it says, “to follow the majority. [Exodus 23]”

Rabbi Natan found Elijah and said to him, “What did the Holy One do at that moment?” He replied, “[God] laughed and
said, “My children have beaten me, My children have beaten me!”

(Translation by Rabbi Nevins) 
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GOD IN HALAKHAH – TEXT 1

MISHNAH AVOT 3:6

Rabbi Halafta from the village of Chanania says: where ten sit together immersed in Torah study, the divine presence
dwells in their midst, for it says: “God stands in the divine assembly (Psalms 82:1).” 1 How do we know that this is so
even for only five? For it says: “He has founded  His stairway2 on earth (Amos 9:6).” How do we know that this is so
even for only three? For it says: “In the midst of the judges3 He will judge (Psalms 82:1).” How do we know that this
is so even for only two? For it says: “Then those who revere the Lord spoke one to the other and the Lord listened and
heard (Malachi 3:16).” How do we know that this is so even for only one? For it says: “In every place where I mention
my name, I will come to you there and bless you (Exodus 20:21).”

(Translation by Rabbi Nevins)

• Look up the context of the quotations.  What does it add?
• Why do you think God’s presence dwells particularly in the process of study?
• Can God’s presence dwell in a larger group than ten, do you think?  Why/why not?
• Have you ever felt God’s presence when you study Babylonian Talmud? 
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GOD IN HALAKHAH – TEXT 2

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, BERAKHOT 8A

Rava said to Rafram bar Papa: Let the master tell us the beautiful words said in the name of Rav Hisda regarding the
synagogue! He replied to him: Thus said Rav Hisda: Understand the verse, “The Lord loves the gates of Zion more than
all the dwellings of Jacob (Psalm 87)” to mean: the Lord loves gates which are distinguished1 by [study of] halakhah
more than all of the houses of worship or study. This agrees with that said by Rabbi Hiyya bar Ami in the name of Ulla:
Since the day the Temple was destroyed, the Holy One has no place in His world save the four cubits of halakhah alone.

(Translation by Rabbi Nevins)

• What is the difference between halakhah and worship?
• What is the difference between halakhah and study?
• Why do you think Rav Hisda made the distinction he made?
• Is there any special significance to ‘four cubits’?
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GOD IN HALAKHAH – TEXT 3

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, SHABBAT 88A

AND THEY STOOD UNDER THE MOUNTAIN.  R Abdimi bar Hama bar Hasa said: This teaches that the Holy Blessed
One turned the mountain upside down over them like a barrel, and said to them, “If you accept the Torah, that is good:
and if not, here is where you will be buried!”

R Aha ben Ya’akov observed: Doesn’t this undermine the authority of Torah?!

Rava said: No – because the generation accepted it during the days of Ahasuerus, as it says, “They established and 
accepted [Esther 9:27]” – this means, they established what they had already accepted.

• Why would the incident with the mountain undermine the authority of Torah?
• Look up the Esther reference.  What does it add?
• Does Raba’s argument persuade you?  Why/why not?
• We looked at the beginning of this passage in the Midrash session.  Does its continuation change your understanding 

of it?  How?
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GOD IN HALAKHAH – TEXT 4

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, BERAKHOT 19B

Come and hear [we have been taught]: Great is human dignity, since it can override a negative commandment from the
Torah.  Is that really so?  Should we not rather say, “There is no wisdom, no understanding and no advice which can
hold up against God [Proverbs 21:30]?”

Rav bar Shabba said before Rav Kahana that this teaching concerns [the principle] “You shall not deviate from what they
tell you.” 1 They laughed at him, and said: “And isn’t the commandment ‘you shall not deviate’ also from the Torah?”2

Rav Kahana said: “When a great man says something, you should not laugh at it.  The word [authority] of the Rabbis is
[indeed] based on the negative commandment ‘You shall not deviate’, but they allow their word to be waived for the sake
of [human] dignity.”

• According to Rav bar Shabba, what limits might there be on Rabbinic authority?
• According to Rav Kahana, what might those limits be?
• Do their two views differ?
• What implications do the principles in this passage have for halakhah?
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1 Deuteronomy 17:11.  The full context is: ‘You shall come to the Kohanim, the Levites and the judges who will be in those days; you shall ask, and they shall
tell you the word of judgment.  You shall do what they tell you…according to the Torah they teach you and the judgment they tell you, you shall do; you shall
not deviate from the thing they tell you, neither to the right nor to the left.’  The Rabbis saw these verses as the source of their authority to make legislation.  It
looks as though Rav Shabba might be saying that the principle of human dignity can override Rabbinic authority, since it derives from a negative command-
ment.
2 In other words – overriding a Rabbinic prohibition is just the same as overriding one from Torah!
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GOD IN MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY
RABBI JOEL REMBAUM, PH.D.

INTRODUCTION

As Judaism transitioned from the Rabbinic period to the Middle Ages, it carried forward an unsystematic concep-
tualization of God.  While legal traditions had to an extent been organized with the development of Mishnah,

Tosefta and the Talmuds, no similar process had emerged with regard to the non-legal traditions of the Midrash.  It re-
mained atomistically grounded in individual Biblical passages and organized according to the order of Scripture rather
than any human-designed rational structure.  Consequently, God, as perceived by pre-medieval Sages, emerged as a
multi-faceted Deity with contradictory attributes.  Rabbinic Judaism was unwavering in its monotheism and its ab-
solute rejection of the notion that there were multiple divine entities in heaven.  However, it did recognize the existence
of angels and other spiritual entities that mediated between God and the world.  And, while the God of the Rabbis was
not material and not pantheistic, Rabbinic Judaism did tolerate midrashic and mystical notions that depicted God in
very anthropomorphic ways. 

Over the course of the first two Muslim centuries (ca. 650-850) Islamic thinkers began to absorb and integrate into their
religious ideology principles of Greco-Roman philosophy and science.  In so doing, they also opened the door for the
introduction of Classical ideas and systems into Jewish thought.  As a “daughter” monotheistic faith, Islam demon-
strated that classical philosophy (long ignored by the rabbis as an expression of pagan culture and, hence, taboo) could
offer new insights into metaphysical concepts and demonstrate the reasonableness of Scripture and Jewish beliefs.
And so pious Jews began to read and interpret the likes of Plato, Aristotle and Plotinus, and systematized and ration-
alized notions of God and God’s relationship to the world emerged.  

We will see that the work of these thinkers represents a new departure in the way that Jews thought about God.  We
may also find their work challenging.  It is complex, elevated and technical in its tone.  As we read these thinkers today
we need to understand that they operated in a culture which was radically different from our own.  In the Middle Ages,
culture was organized around the community rather than the individual.  Status, class, livelihood and belief were all ex-
ternally defined.  The idea of individual autonomy, which was to take hold after the Enlightenment, had not yet ap-
peared.  Philosophy, regarded as “the handmaiden of religion”, was called into service to help prove that Judaism was
rational and reasonable – an honorable and noble tradition, to be respected and admired.  Philosophical terminology
and ideas were wedded to previously multi-faceted or contradictory Jewish theology in order to make – or to attempt
to make – a coherent whole.  

With this in mind, we can look at four of the leading Jewish thinkers of the period. They wrote their philosophical works
in Arabic, not only because it was the idiom of expression of their day, but also because Arabic provided them with the
technical language and the formulation of concepts they needed to present their thinking.

SAADIA BEN JOSEPH – KALAM

Saadia ben Joseph (Sa’id ibn Yusuf or Sa’adya al-Fayyumi, 882-942) was born in the Fayyum district of Egypt.  A rab-
binic Renaissance man who contributed in a wide range of cultural areas (law, polemics, Bible translation and commen-
tary, grammar and linguistics, poetry, liturgy and philosophy), Saadia served as Gaon of the great academy of Sura in
Iraq.  The impact of his work was felt over the centuries, and his philosophical magnum opus, Kitab al-‘amanat 
wal-i’tikadat (Sefer ha-emunot v’ha-deot in Hebrew, Book of Beliefs and Opinions) served as a paradigm for sub-
sequent generations of Jewish thinkers who sought to harmonize reason and revelation.  Saadia’s eclectic philosophy
draws upon key elements of Greek thinking as filtered through Islamic Kalam theology, especially that of the Mutazilite
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GOD IN MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY

school with its emphasis on affirming the unity of God and divine justice.  In this way, Saadia attempts to demonstrate
the rationality of Judaism.  It is commonly noted that he was the first Jewish thinker since Philo of Alexandria 
(1st century C.E.) to develop such a harmonization of Judaism and Classical philosophy.  In the Kitab Saadia 
intersperses his logical inferences and reasoned conclusions with frequent references to the Bible, quoting more than
1300 passages, seeking thereby to also demonstrate the rationality of scripture.

Like the Mutazilites, Saadia argues that the fact the world was created from nothing (ex nihilo) proves the existence
of God.  God, he says, is the Creator of all things.  As Creator He is one and has no associate with him.  God is an 
eternal being and not subject to form, quality, dimension, limit, place or time.  God is immune to pain, unaffected by
action and not subject to accidents.  God does no injustice.  Why, Saadia asks, did God create the world in the first place?
He had no motive, since, as opposed to people, he had no benefit by creating.  Saadia responds: It was an act of 
free will on God’s part, to reveal and make manifest His wisdom and to benefit his creatures so they could obey him and
be rewarded. 

Standing on the highest rung of the ladder of knowledge, the idea of the Creator is the most abstract notion, the 
subtlest of all things knowable and the most exalted.  It is impossible fully to fathom God’s character.  What can be said
is that God transcends the physical universe and has no body.  He is one – living, omnipotent and omniscient – and 
nothing resembles him.  Nor does he resemble any of his creations.  The aforementioned three qualities – vitality, 
omnipotence and omniscience – are, in fact, not separate, as God cannot be said to have multiple attributes.  God is
absolute oneness.  We are compelled to express this oneness by using multiple terms because of the inadequacy of
human speech.  Were God to have a multiplicity of qualities, He would be subject to change and mutation; but God is,
by definition, not subject to such effects.  Both reason and Scripture affirm these conclusions.  And, any statement in
Scripture that is contrary to sound reason is meant to be taken in a figurative sense and not literally.

Saadia observes the suffering that humans experience and addresses the age-old question: How could a just God allow
this condition to exist?  He suggests that God granted the human species gifts that no other species have: profound
knowledge and free will.  As a result of the gift of knowledge, humans can create things of beauty, establish societies
and comprehend sublime truths.  But this gift also gives God the right to subject people to commandments and 
prohibitions, rewards and punishments, which are also for their benefit because they induce them to “choose life”
(Deuteronomy 30:19) and “depart from evil” (Job 28:28).

Saadia recognizes that humans, because of their very physicality, are weak and suffer from a variety of ailments.  He
notes, however, that along with a frail body, humans have an amazing soul, which gives them the capacity to attain
knowledge of things material and spiritual.  But could not a just God have created them without their susceptibility to
pain and suffering?  On one level Saadia implies that this is the nature of existence, and people have to learn to cope.
Saadia adds, however, that this is actually also to man’s benefit, because by coming to an understanding of pain and its
effects, a person will appreciate the meaning of God’s punishments and will be motivated to follow God’s commandments
to avoid such punishments.  

Continuing, Saadia asserts that God gave man the “power and ability to execute what He had commanded him and to
refrain from what He had forbidden him,” that is – free will.  Because God is innately just, He refrains from intervening in
human decision-making.  God’s foreknowledge of human decisions does not move Him to act on that knowledge.  There
is no compulsion on God’s part; humans remain accountable for their choices.  God does not revel in punishing the 
rebellious; rather, He prefers that people choose to follow his commands.  In keeping with rabbinic doctrine, 
Saadia tells us that God welcomes penitent sinners and offers them and the righteous amazing rewards in the world to
come and at the time of the resurrection.        
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GOD IN MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY

SOLOMON IBN GABIROL – NEO-PLATONISM

As the premier exponent of Jewish Neo-platonic philosophy in the Middle Ages, the Spaniard, Solomon Ibn Gabirol (c.
1020-1058), expressed his philosophy in both technical philosophical writing and in poetry, the writing of the latter
being his major means of financial support.  The summary of his philosophy that follows is culled from two of his major
works.  One is the Yanbu al-hayat (“Fountain of Life”), the Arabic original of which is lost.  It is called Fons vitae in
the 12th century Latin translation and M’kor hayyim in a 13th century Hebrew translation of selections from the book.
Since the Fons vitae contains no references to the Bible or the large corpus of Rabbinic works, Jewish authorship 
of this book was unknown until it was identified as Ibn Gabirol’s work in the mid-1840’s.  It did not circulate widely in
Jewish circles; in its Latin form, however, it did influence European Christian thinkers, who assumed the author was a
Christian.  

The second work is Ibn Gabirol’s Hebrew poetic magnum opus, Keter malkhut (“Royal Crown”), where we find Ibn
Gabirol’s Neo-Platonism cast in Jewish terms and merged with Biblical and Rabbinic ideas.  As Gershom Scholem has
noted in his Origins of the Kabbalah, through Ibn Gabirol’s widely read Keter malkhut, his Neo-Platonism had an im-
pact on Medieval Jewish thought, especially that of the 12th and 13th century Kabbalists of Southern France and Spain.  

Neo-Platonism uniquely focuses on the question of how a single, infinite, indivisible spiritual God – the One or the
“First Author,” as the Creator is called in the Fons vitae – could bring into existence the multifaceted and finite 
material world in which we live.  It posits that the Deity emanated an intermediate entity, which in turn emanated 
another intermediary and so on, until, finally, as a result of the activity of the last of a chain of emanated intermediaries, 
our material world came into existence.  In this system each succeeding intermediary is further removed from the pure
spirituality of God and approaches materiality. 

For Ibn Gabirol God is the First Author, the sublime, perfect and holy origin of all beings, who is not caused and who,
alone, created the world from nothing.  There are intermediary substances between the First Author and the final 
effect, without which there could be no union between the First Author and the final effect, and absent that union the
final effect would not exist. 

The nature of God, who is the hidden power and secret foundation of existence, is ultimately unknowable.  God is the
sustainer of world, the source of light, eternally living, all being having been created from the shadow of His light.  The
power of God is in all beings and nothing can exist without Him.  He dispenses the abundance he has with him, and He
is the source that maintains, envelops, and comprehends everything that is. 

God exists but cannot be grasped by physical senses or by rational inquiry, and the depth of His secret cannot be 
discovered.  God exists and has existed from before time and with no place.  The power of the holy God penetrates 
all things, exists in all things and acts in all things beyond time.  The essence of the First Author is infinite, and it is,
therefore, not united with any one of the simple finite substances.

God is God of gods and Lord of lords, ruling in heaven and on earth.  God’s unity is absolute, there being no distinction
between His divinity and His oneness, His pre-existence and His existence – for all is one secret, the difference in the
names of the attributes notwithstanding.  The First Author is the true unity in whom there is no multiplicity.  The First
Author does not comprise anything, is not mingled with anything and is not conjoined to anything.  There is no 
accident in the essence of the First Author.  God is the unknowable One, whose oneness can be neither increased nor
diminished nor counted nor changed nor imagined.
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God is wise, and His wisdom, which is the source of life, flows from Him.  Compared to His wisdom, all other wisdom
is folly.  God is wise and more ancient than all primal things.  God acquired His wisdom from no other entity, and from
His wisdom God, like an artist, emanated a ready will that was prepared to draw the extant out of nothingness, 
drawing it from the source of light with no vessel – hewing, cutting, cleansing and refining, splitting the nothingness
and fixing the extant, and hammering out the world, setting forth the heavens and the spheres.  The First Author, 
sublime and holy, knows all things and all things exist in His knowledge. 

God is the highest light, visible to the pure souls but obscured by sin from the eyes of sinners.  God is light that is 
hidden in this world but visible in the world on high. God is light eternal, for which the intellect yearns, though it can
see only its extremities and not its totality. 

JUDAH HALEVI

Born in Tudela, Spain, Judah Halevi (1075-1141) was a practicing physician, a sometimes businessman, and with Ibn
Gabirol, one of the most important of the medieval Hebrew poets and an exponent of rationalistic Jewish thought.  He
was a proto-Zionist ideologue, for whom the Land of Israel and Jerusalem had an almost mystical capacity to generate
a spiritual connection between God and the Jewish people.  In fact, his Zionism flows out of a melding of classical 
Jewish ideas with certain notions that are embedded in the Greek science he studied.  

While considered by many to be a philosopher, it is hard to fit Halevi into any specific philosophical school.  His influ-
ential Kitab al-khazari (Sefer ha-kuzari in Hebrew, Book of the Khazar or The Kuzari) is composed as a dialog 
between the King of the Khazars, who converts to Judaism, and a rabbi – a structure reminiscent of Plato’s Dialogs.
In it Halevi draws on elements of various systems to argue, among other points, that philosophy, an intellectual endeavor
initiated by human beings, is not the true pathway to God, but rather revelation, initiated by God and received and 
responded to by prophetically inspired people, is.  For Halevi God is not known – God is experienced.

This approach is in evidence at the very beginning of the Kuzari.  As opposed to the philosopher, the Christian scholar
and the Muslim scholar, whom the Khazar king first queries regarding proper religious behavior, the rabbi does not
begin with a statement about the nature of God.  Instead, he declares: “I believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac 
and Israel, who led the children of Israel out of Egypt with signs and miracles…who sent Moses with his law and sub-
sequently thousands of prophets….”  The rabbi tells the king that 600,000 men standing at Mount Sinai witnessed
God’s revelation of Torah, and this is far more conclusive evidence of the truth of Judaism than are the arguments of
the philosophers for the truth of philosophy.  The latter disagree among themselves as to which system is correct;
600,000 witnesses do not.

True to the tradition of Jewish philosophy, however, Halevi has the rabbi explain to the king how one cannot read the
Bible’s anthropomorphic references to God and God’s attributes literally.  All names and qualities used in the Bible to
refer to God, with the exception of the Tetragammaton (YHVH), are one of three varieties of metaphors: “creative,” that
allude to the results of how God acts in the world (e. g. merciful, just), “relative,” that speak of God with reverence
(blessed, glorified) or “negative,” that negate their opposites (e. g. living, first).  Such terms do not imply that there 
is any kind of plurality in God, in no way contradict the notion of God’s unity and do not touch on the divine essence.
The Tetragrammaton is associated with terms that refer to God as Creator, who creates without any natural 
intermediaries and does so by His will alone.  We may, however, refer to God’s intelligence, says the rabbi, because that
is not an attribute: “He is the essence of intelligence, and intelligence itself.”  The philosophical language in this 
discussion is most evident.
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God’s influence on the world is universal, but it is expressed in a unique and powerful way with regard to the people
whom God imbued with the spirit of prophecy, the Jewish people, especially in the Land of Israel where the People 
Israel can most perfectly express that spirit.  Halevi calls this concentrated flow of divine influence al-amr al-ilahi
(Hebrew: ha-inyan ha-elohi, the Divine Entity).  The rabbi explains to the king that when one reads in the Bible of
the blessings God bestows upon the Israelites in the Holy Land when they live according to the Torah, the instrumen-
tality of that bestowal is this Entity.  Similarly, when the Biblical prophets receive communication from God it is through
the same means.  And, says the rabbi, they can act as receivers of this spiritual transmission because they have a trace
of the Divine Entity within them.  Further, says the rabbi, when Israel is once again in its land, living according to Torah,
with the Temple rebuilt and the sacrificial system in operation, the Divine Entity will be drawn toward it and the bless-
ings from God set forth in Scripture will flow down upon the people once more.  Herbert Davidson has demonstrated
that in this presentation Halevi is actually giving a spiritual interpretation to an Aristotelian view of the operation of the
Active Intellect in the earthly realm.  Halevi is thus using a philosophical notion to make a distinctly non-philosophical
point, a process that is typical of his methodology. 

The superiority of the prophet over the philosopher is most profoundly expressed when the rabbi teaches the king
that the philosophers, through reason and speculation, comprehend Elohim (God) as guide and manager of the world.
The souls of the prophets, however, through intuition and the power of prophecy, are penetrated by God’s light, and
they experience Adonai (the Eternal).  They come in contact with angelic beings and are imbued with a new spirit.
“It is thus,” he says, “that man becomes a servant, loving the object of his worship, and ready to perish for His sake, 
because he finds the sweetness of this attachment as great as the distress in absence thereof.”  With these words Halevi
has, seemingly, crossed the line from philosophy into mysticism.           

MOSES BEN MAIMON – ARISTOTELIAN

Though not the first Jew to accept Aristotle as the primary voice of ancient Greek philosophy, Moses ben Maimon 
(Maimonides, Rabbeinu Moshe Ben Maimon – Rambam, 1135-1204), who was born in Spain, became the great 
Jewish interpreter of Aristotelian thought.  But he was more than a philosopher who wrote a major book of philosophy.
He was a rabbi who served a major Jewish community – to all intents and purposes he was the Chief Rabbi of Egypt.
The Rambam earned his living as a physician who treated the Vizier to the Khalif of Egypt and wrote a number of med-
ical treatises; he was a Jewish legal scholar who compiled a major law code, wrote a commentary to the Mishnah, and
prepared numerous responsa and pastoral letters on Jewish legal and spiritual matters; he was an ethicist who prepared
a significant tractatus on Aristotleian-Jewish ethics; and, in his younger years, he dabbled in logic and astronomy.

It can be said that Rambam’s life’s goal was to bring harmony to a world that he viewed as chaotic and beleaguered by
evil forces that could rend Jewish society and prevent Jews from achieving a state of blessedness in this world and the
next.  Thus, in his Commentary to the Mishnah he sought to harmonize Rabbinic Judaism with principles of contem-
porary philosophy, thereby demonstrating that Rabbinic Judaism was, indeed, a rational tradition.  In the introduction
to his great law code, the Mishneh Torah, he tells the reader that the chaos of the time has resulted in a Jewish legal
tradition that is so confused that Jews cannot find religious guidance and instruction.  His carefully organized and
beautifully written Hebrew code achieved its goal, even though it did not become the last word in Jewish law as its 
author had intended.  And the Dalalat al-ha’irin (Moreh nevukhim in Hebrew, Guide of the Perplexed), his 
philosophical magnum opus, was written for the student of Torah and philosophy who was confused by the apparent 
contradictions between the two.  Rambam attempted to show that, in essence, the Biblical Moses and Aristotle were
expressing the same ideas – all of which had their origin in the mind of God, albeit expressed in different ways.  
The student of both systems, thus harmonized, would achieve the pinnacle of human existence – the bliss of profound
understanding of God and of cleaving to Him. 
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In the first book of the Guide Rambam addresses the language of the Bible, where we frequently find God described in
very stark human and physical terms.  All this anthropomorphic terminology, he says, it to be interpreted figuratively.
The Biblical authors wrote this way because their audience would otherwise have difficulty with the absolute 
abstraction of a disembodied deity.  God is a purely simple essence, not comprising any attributes and not subject to
accidents.  Therefore, the only statements we can make about God that can be taken literally are those that describe
the results of God’s actions, which Rambam terms “attributes of action.”  So it is that we can say that God acts wisely,
but be cannot say that God is wise or that God has wisdom, because then God’s unity would be compromised.  And, if
we cannot literally describe what God is, we can state what He is not.  We cannot say that God is powerful, but we can
say that God is not weak.  Thus, Rambam negates his predecessors, noted above, who defined “essential attributes,” 
qualities that were not superadded to the Divine Essence but were integral to that essence.  Following the lead of 
Aristotle, Rambam holds that logically “essential attributes” imply a compositeness to God’s nature which would 
compromise the principle of God’s absolute unity and oneness.      

In Book 2 Rambam turns to the matter of God as creator of the world.  According to Aristotle, God is the unmoved
mover; that is, God is unaware of, uninvolved in and unmoved by any action beyond himself.  This being the case, 
according to Aristotle, God is not a Creator, and the universe could not have been created.  Rather, it has been eternally
static, the way it is now.  This is a big problem for people who believe in the religion of the Bible, beginning, as it does,
with God’s creation of the universe.  And it is a problem for Rambam; not so much because of the language of Genesis,
but because of the implications the idea of God as non-creator would have for the truth of Torah.  Rambam argues that,
in fact, Aristotle never claimed to have proved this point.  Since he did not, we can accept the words of the prophets who
tell us that God did create the world.  The issue for Rambam is this: If God did not create the world because it is not in
His nature to change how the world runs, then God, similarly would not have intervened in the goings on to reveal Torah
to Israel.  If God does not create, then, for the same reason, He does not reveal.  Rambam says if Aristotle had indeed
proven that the universe was eternal and there was no creation, then this proof “undercuts the law at its root”.  
Rambam, however, argues forcibly that God did create the world and, by the same token, revealed the Torah to Moses.

With regard to another aspect of God’s involvement in the world, however, we see another side of Rambam’s theology
that views God’s direct intervention as being more limited than the Bible or the Midrash would have it.  The notion of 
divine providence, through which God intervenes in events to save or provide wonderful blessings for people, is a 
fundamental belief of traditional Judaism.  Yet, here Rambam is more circumspect, seemingly trying to project the Aris-
totelian notion of a disengaged God.  In Book 3 of the Guide he tells us that God emanates power from his intellect down
to the human realm.  But he then informs us that it is up to the human intellect to grasp that emanation and apply it for
human benefit.  People with more developed intellect will derive greater benefit, and those with less intelligence will 
derive less.  In this way God is removed from the actual realization of the providence, and God cannot be directly held
accountable for what transpires on earth.  At the end of the Guide, however, Rambam suddenly, and surprisingly, reverses
himself and presents God as an accessible model for human emulation.  He declares that once the person of intelligence
has gained the profound insight into God that is the culmination of metaphysical speculation, he realizes that the 
dominant component of God’s nature is compassion, and this is the attribute the philosopher should make his own.   

CONCLUSION

As we have seen, these four thinkers express their ideas about God in a very technical way.  Because they are philoso-
phers their relationship with the texts of our tradition is very different from that of their predecessors; because they
consider the texts to be holy and true, they are at pains to prove their truth and their continued validity for people of
intelligence.  As we read the work of Jewish medieval philosophers today the scope and significance of their endeavor
becomes clear.  Their attempt to wed Judaism to philosophy demonstrates the depth of their loyalty to their tradition
and the fundamental truths it contains.
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GOD IN MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY – TEXT 1

SAADIA

SEFER HA-EMUNOT VE-HADEOT TREATISE 2 EXORDIUM
The data with which the sciences start out are concrete, whereas the objectives that they strive for are abstract. Also
there is reached in the field of scientific research a last terminal beyond which no further knowledge is possible.  Every
station reached by a person in the advance in knowledge consists of necessity of ideas more abstract and subtle than
the preceding, the last constituting the most abstract and subtle of all…ignorance, on the other hand, has no such
source from which it is derived, being merely the absence of knowledge.

I mean the idea of the Creator, exalted and magnified, must of necessity be subtler than the subtlest and more 
recondite than the most recondite and more abstract than the most abstract and profounder than the most profound
and stronger than the strongest and more exalted than the most exalted, so that it would be impossible to fathom its
character at all. 

SEFER HA-EMUNOT VE-HADEOT TREATISE 2 CH.10
Were we, in our effort to give an account of God, to make use only of expressions that are literally true, it would be 
necessary for us to desist from speaking of God, as one that hears and sees and pities and wills, to the point where there
would be nothing left for us to affirm except the fact of God’s existence.

SEFER HA-EMUNOT VE-HADEOT TREATISE 2 CH. 13
Now when a person has achieved the knowledge of this lofty subject by means of rational speculation and the proof of
miracles and marvels, his soul believes it is true and it is mingled with his spirit and becomes an inmate of its inner-
most recesses.  The result is then that, whenever the soul walks in its temple, it finds it…moreover, his soul becomes
filled with completely sincere love for God, a love which is beyond all doubt…that servant of God will also grow 
accustomed to remembering God in the daytime while doing work and at night while lying on the bed…nay, it will 
almost speak – I mean, his spirit – lovesick at the recollection of God, out of longing and yearning…nay, more, the 
mention of God will nourish the soul more than fatty foods and God’s name will quench its thirst better than the 
juiciest fruit…the result of this is that when God affords it pleasure, the soul is grateful, and if God causes it pain, it
endures it patiently. 

Put it into your soul and grasp it with your mind. 

• Who, or what, is God, according to Sa’adia’s views here?
• Is there any merit in talking about God in human terms?  If so – what?
• What do you think Sa’adia means by ‘the soul walks in its temple’?
• Why is there a distinction between putting something in your soul and grasping it with your mind?
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GOD IN MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY – TEXT 2

SOLOMON IBN GABIROL - THE ROYAL CROWN
(FROM STANZAS 1, 2 AND 9)
Mysterious are Thy works, my soul well knows:
Thine, Lord, is majesty, all pomp and power,
Kingship whose splendor yet more splendid grows
O’ertopping all in glory and wealth’s dower.
To Thee celestial creatures, and the seed
Of earth-sprung kind concede
They all must perish, Thou alone remain,
The secret of Whose strength doth quite exceed
Our thought, as Thou transcendest our frail plane.
All might is thine, swathed in a mystic shawl
The fundament of all:
Hid from philosophers thy name: of Thee
That force which poised the universe on nought;
Thou canst bare secrets, in the searchlight caught,
Thy love prevails, for all thy creatures free.
Thine, too, that goodness in so rich a hoard
For them that fear Thee stored.
Wonders are thine no mind may comprehend,
And life for which decay shall ne’er decree the end…

Thy Name is One – of all the primes the Prime,
Base of all algebraic argument,
A Unity beyond account, sublime,
That leaves the schoolmen lost in wonderment:
Uniquity, that neither wanes nor grows,
No plus, no defect knows:
Oneness not gained from accident, nor told,
On which no change, no factor may impose
Nor attribute, nor surrogate; to hold
In logic’s bounds that Oneness strict defined
Eludes my wearied mind….

Wise art Thou – aye, from Thee doth wisdom flow
A fount of life: that wisdom which is thine
The mind of brutish man can never know,
A wisdom, demiurge of thy design
Or e’er prime matter was, delighting Thee
Primeval equally;
Wisdom no master taught Thee, not acquired….
No tool nor vessel had that master-mind
Yet dredged it from light’s source, shaped, cleaned, refined,
Called non-being to fissiparous spawn,
Bade substance fix itself, bade cosmos stand
Congealed, of heaven’s tracts the measure spanned,
And laced, with powerful loops, a tent for spheres, 
To charge the lowest hem, for each to each adheres.

(Translation by Raphael Loewe)

• Who, or what, is God, according to Ibn Gabirol’s views here?
• Why might it be significant that God’s name is ‘hid from philosophers’?
• How does Ibn Gabirol perceive the process of creation?
• How might humans relate to God, in this scheme?
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GOD IN MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY – TEXT 3

JUDAH HALEVI - THE KUZARI I: 10-25 (HEBREW TRANSLATION: JUDAH IBN TIBBON)

He [the Kuzari] then invited one of the wise men of Israel [a Rabbi] and asked him what he believed. The Rabbi replied:
We believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, who brought the children of Israel out of Egypt with signs and mira-
cles; who fed them in the desert and gave them the land of Canaan as an inheritance after taking them across the sea and
the Jordan by way of great miracles, who [first] sent Moses with his Torah, and then thousands of prophets after him ad-
vising how to observe his Torah, testifying to its good reward for those who observe it and the dire punishment for those
who pervert it.  And we believe in everything written in the Torah, which is of considerable length… Allow me to set out
some preliminary matters, for I can see that my words hang heavy upon you, and yet you deem them light….if you were
told that the king of India was an upright man, deserving of your admiration and respect, and you heard that his people were
righteous and proper and correct in their business dealings, would that bind you to respect him? The Kuzari said: How could
I be bound to respect him without knowing whether the righteousness of the Indian people is their own, or due to their
king, or both? The Rabbi replied: But if his messengers came to you with gifts which you know can only be obtained in
India from the royal palace, and accompanied by a letter stating they are from him, along with drugs which cure your
illnesses, and preserve your health, and deathly poisons for your enemies which enable you to kill them without any
weapon, would this make you beholden to him?  The Kuzari said: Certainly, for now I would stop doubting that the In-
dian people have a king, and I would believe that his kingship and his word affect me...  The Rabbi said…This is the
same way that Moses spoke to Pharaoh when he said, “The God of the Hebrews has sent me to you” – that is, the God
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  For Abraham was well known among the nations, who knew that the Divine Spirit was
in contact with the Patriarchs, and that God led them and their families, and performed miracles for them.  Moses did
not say, “The God of heaven and earth sent me to you,” nor did he say, “Your Creator and mine sent me.”  And in the
same way, God spoke to the assembled masses of Israel: “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land of
Egypt” and did not say, “I am the Creator of the world and your Creator also.”  And I spoke to you in the same way, O
King of the Khazars, when you asked me about my belief.  I answered you in the way I am bound to do, which is the
same way as the community of Israel is bound to do; for their belief stems from personal experience of what they saw,
and after that, through an uninterrupted chain of tradition which is equivalent to that experience.

• Who, or what, is God, according to Halevi’s views here?
• Do you consider the first paragraph to be a summary of Judaism?  Why/why not?
• Why do you think the Rabbi uses the imagery of the King of India?
• Do you think the ‘uninterrupted chain of tradition’ still continues today?  Why/why not?
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GOD IN MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY – TEXT 4

RAMBAM - MISHNEH TORAH, HILKHOT YESODEI HATORAH 1-6

The foundation of all foundations and the pillar of wisdom is to be aware of the fact that  there is a First Existent, who
brought all existence into being.  And everything that exists – heaven and earth and everything in between – only came
into existence because of the actuality  of His being.

Should one imagine that He does not exist – nothing else would be capable of existing.

Should one imagine that everything which exists ceased to exist except for Him – He would continue to exist, and the
end of their existence would not mean the end of His.  For everything that exists has need of Him, but He has no need
of them, not a single one of them.  Hence, his actuality is not like the actuality of any of them.

This is what the prophet [Jeremiah 10:10] means when he says, “Adonai, God, is truth” – He alone is truth [that is, He
has actuality], and no other being has truth [actuality] like His.  And this is what the Torah means when it says, “There
is no other except Him” – that is, there is nothing which possesses true existence either like Him, or except Him.

That Existent is the God of all eternity, the master of the world.  He imparts motion to the sphere with a power that
has no end and no finitude, a power which is unceasing, for the sphere constantly revolves, and it would be impossible
for it to do so if there were no power to impart motion to it; and He, Blessed be He, is that power, moving it with 
neither hand nor body.

And it is a positive commandment to be aware of this – as it says: “I am the Lord your God [Exodus 20:2]” - and any-
one who imagines there is any other God apart from Him transgresses a negative commandment, as it says: “You shall
have no other gods before Me [Exodus 20:3]” and [in addition] denies a fundamental principle, since this is the great
principle on which everything else depends.

• Who, or what, is God, according to Rambam’s view here?
• Why do you think Rambam brings the concept of truth [actuality] into the discussion?
• Why do you think it is a positive commandment to be aware of God?
• Can one love the God Rambam portrays in this text?  How?
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1 The Hebrew word Rambam uses is ‘emet’, which we understand today as meaning ‘truth’.  It had something of this sense in medieval Hebrew also, but the
word ‘actuality’ is closer to what Rambam would have meant.  The root meaning underlying the word is ‘steadiness’.
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GOD IN MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY –
TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

YIGDAL
Exalted and praised be the living God; 
He exists, and His existence is timeless.
He is One and there is no unity like his -
- He is mysterious, and His oneness infinite.
He has nothing resembling a body, and no physical substance;  
His holiness is unique.
He was there before anything He created; 
He is the First, though he had no beginning.
See, He is the Master of the world; 
To every created thing he shows his greatness and his majesty.
He gave the flow of prophecy 
to the people whom he treasured, who are his glory.
There has never arisen in Israel a prophet like Moses, 
who saw his very likeness.
God gave a Torah of truth to His people 
by way of the faithful prophet of his household.
God will not change, nor will he exchange his law 
for any other one, forever and ever.
He sees and knows our secrets: 
He sees the outcome of a thing at its outset.
He rewards the kind and loving man according to his deeds;
He brings upon the wicked man evil corresponding to his own.
At the end of days he will send the Messiah 
to redeem the ones who wait faithfully for his deliverance.
God will revive the dead in his abundant lovingkindness; 
Blessed is his glorious name for all eternity.
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GOD IN HASSIDUT
REB MIMI FEIGELSON

INTRODUCTION

Leit atar panuy minei u-melo kol ha’aretz k’vodo. 

These two statements, which mean, “There is no place vacant from Him”1 and “The whole world is filled with His glory”
provide a starting point for observing how God reveals Himself and functions within Hassidic thought. This God is an
immanent God, a God who dwells within the world and is always present and accessible to all.

It is impossible to speak of the Hassidic conception of God without taking into consideration the divine tradition 
Hassidism inherited from its predecessors, particularly from kabbalah. To ignore that inheritance would be like talking
about a person without taking into consideration that they were born into a particular family and underwent a 
particular upbringing and education. The dictum of Massechet Avot (Ethics of our Fathers), “Know where you come
from and where are you going to” pertains to the realm of thought just as much as to the life of any individual - even if
the place one is “going to” may turn out to be dramatically different from the place of origin.  This is particularly true
of the relationship between Hassidut and the Lurianic kabbalah created by Rabbi Yitzchak Luria (the “Ari”) in 
sixteenth-century Tzfat.

In the Lurianic understanding of creation a catastrophe occurred in the Divine realm – one which manifested in the 
shattering of the divine vessels that contained God’s light. This lead to the falling of the shards of these vessels, which 
subsequently actualized in the material/physical world we experience today. The residue of the light that the shards held
is our means of experiencing the Divine in this world. For the Lurianic mystic, creation was a disaster that needs to be set
right, and hence the mission of one’s life is to elevate these shards back to their supernal source. The completion of such a
mission would lead to the obliteration of the physical world and the restoration of the primordial Divine universe. 

Yet the Hassidic God has a very different account of the events of creation. The teachings of the founder of the 
Hassidic movement, Rabbi Eliezer Ba’al Shem Tov (known as the Besht)2 as evolved in the Beit Midrash of his student
and successor, the Maggid of Mezritch3 present a God yearning for revelation and relationship.  For this God, the 
“shattering of the vessels” was not a regrettable mistake, but, rather, an intentional act.  The fracture which took place
at creation was deliberately intended by the Divine, in order to enable His manifestation. The broken shards, which are
embedded in the core of all that is visible to the human eye, are both the source of the immanent God and the means
to encounter the Divine in every aspect of the human experience.  

The ramifications of this reinterpretation are multi-faceted and inform the very foundations of Hassidic thought.  In this
essay we will focus on some specific areas in which the Hassidic God reveals himself differently to the way which was
previously perceived.
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1 In this essay, God will be referred to using the masculine singular pronoun.  However, this should not stand in the way of our shared understanding that    
God transcends gender definitions.   

2 The acronym ‘Besht’ means ‘Master of the Good Name’.  The Besht lived from 1700-1760.
3 Rabbi Dov Ber, d. 1772, also known as Ha-Maggid Ha-Gadol – The Great Preacher.

ABANDONMENT OF THE “NEUTRAL ZONE”

The Rabbinic tradition divides our lives between the religious/devotional and the mundane.  In fact, the reality is three-
fold – there is a realm of mitzvah (whether a negative or positive commandment) and a realm of aveirah (all trans-
gressions).  Between these two is a ‘neutral zone’ – all that which is neither an explicit mitzvah nor an explicit aveirah.
In the pre-Hassidic world it was clear that God actively resided in the first tier, was impartial to the middle one, and
was removed from the third.  

4012-ZIG-Walking with God Final:4012-ZIG-Walking with God  5/25/07  4:19 PM  Page 84



GOD IN HASSIDUT

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

85

4 The founder of Chabad.  He died in 1812.
5 d. 1809.  Reb Levi Yitzchak allows us to observe the fusion of a Hassidic master (a non-geographic charismatic leader) and a local rabbi 
(a geographic rabbinic leader). He will at times embrace halakhic paradigms to embrace spiritual questions.

6 The Seer of Lublin , known as the ‘Chozeh’.  He died in 1815.

In the fourth chapter of his pivotal work, the Tanya, Reb Shneur Zalman of Liadi4 likens the observance of mitzvot to
hugging a king. The only way a king can reveal himself to the masses is by virtue of leaving his palace completely 
garmented. But it is clear to all that when a person hugs the king, their interest is not in the king’s garments, nor even
in the king’s body.  Their arms may sense the fabric of the king’s robes, or even perceive the king’s heartbeat, but it is
really the essence of the king, rather than the king’s physical body, that the person wants to touch. 

Reb Shneur Zalman would ask of us no less when addressing the mitzvot. The mitzvot are the King’s garments, the
means by which God reveals Himself to us.  They are necessary in order for us to be able to embrace the Almighty. We
are asked to embrace the King, while never letting go of the vision that it is the King’s essence, cloaked by the gar-
ments/mitzvot, which we actually yearn for. Hence, we adhere to the mitzvot while continuing to aspire to ascend to
that which surpasses the boundaries of the human experience. For the God of the Hassidim, then, the mitzvot are a tem-
porary necessity brought about by the limitations of the human condition. 

We could challenge this interpretation by asking Reb Shneur Zalman about the King’s intimate relationships.  There will
be those who will only see the king in formal garb, but some will see him in informal attire as well.  His queen and 
his personal servant may even see him naked.   I believe we could present to Reb Shneur Zalman the possibility of the 
servant of God, perhaps the mystic, aspiring to encounter the King beyond the veil of garments/mitzvot.  Cleaving 
to the King (d’vekut) and the union of the King and Queen (yichud) could be perceived as transcending the realm of
mitzvah. 

Another re-formulation of the ‘neutral zone’ is found in the teachings of Reb Levi Yitzchak of Berdichev5 in his 
monumental work, the Kedushat Levi.  He states that according to the halakhah, a sefer Torah (Torah scroll), must
be complete in order to be able to fulfill the obligation of reading from a sefer Torah. There can be no words missing,
not even a letter or part of a letter. Reb Levi Yitzchak asks, why is it if two letters are stuck together the Torah scroll is
also rendered incomplete? 

He answers by explaining that there is the Torah of the black letters and the Torah of the white spaces.  Currently we
live a reality dictated by the Torah of the black letters, but time will come when we will actually read and live the Torah
of the white spaces. If two letters are stuck together though, that Torah is incomplete!  Yes, we should adhere to the
Torah of the black letters, but simultaneously we have an obligation to maintain the integrity and wholeness of the
Torah of the white spaces. By doing so, and by not crowding the words, letters or spaces, we hold on to the vision of
the time to come.  While there are those who choose to limit their current religious life to the Torah of the black let-
ters, Reb Levi Yitzchak would beg of you to embrace the Torah of the white letters as well.

We are now able to see another reading which sanctifies that which is perceived as “other” – neither mitzvah nor aveirah.
If God resides in all, there is no space that is vacant of His presence.  It follows, then, that God is present in all three
realms simultaneously and equally!  This might be understood to mean that there is no difference between the three
realms, which could be perceived as an invitation to enter into the realm of sin.  Nonetheless, the Hassidic movement
has maintained its adherence to halakhah throughout the generations.  Perhaps this is why Reb Shneur Zalman did not
take the next step posed to him by our challenge.  Instead, the Hassidic movement used this understanding as a means
to sanctify things which have no apparent halakhic status rather than abandoning the halakhic endeavor.  

The abandonment of the neutral zone – the gap between mitzvah and aveirah - operates to transform everyday 
living itself into a religious act based on one axiom – the power of the human mind and intention. God is available and
present in any moment. The Besht is quoted as saying, “A person is where their mind is.”  Therefore if a person’s 
consciousness is aligned to being in the presence of God, indeed that moment is transformed into a holy moment!

4012-ZIG-Walking with God Final:4012-ZIG-Walking with God  5/25/07  4:19 PM  Page 85



GOD IN HASSIDUT

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

86

DEMOCRATIZATION

This principle also lends itself to the notion of democratization. God is no longer the inheritance of the learned, pious
and scholarly. Rather, since God dwells equally in all, God belongs equally to all.  The center of religious life shifts out
of the Bet Midrash – particularly, away from the pages of the traditional Jewish texts – and is placed instead with the
masses who go to work every day and engage in the mundane. God becomes a partner in all human actions, no longer
in only the designated religious ones. God no longer exclusively dwells in the midst of the Torah scholars.  It is in 
the stories of the wood-choppers, the water-carriers and the social outcasts who are engaged in unknown 
acts of lovingkindness (hesed) that our new heroes are created.  They are now the ones who befriend the Almighty and
represent His will on earth.

MIRACLES

The God of the Hassidim also challenges us to address the realm of miracles. In Martin Buber’s novel ‘Gog and Magog’
he describes how in the courtyard of the Rebbe of Lublin6 miracles would roll under the table!  The world does not
progress in a linear manner. Nor, for that matter, does reality.  Time is not linear. God, as manifested in the Hassidic
teachings, is not limited to what the eye can see or the mind can perceive. Our consciousness is what on the one hand
determines the scope of our experience of the Divine.  Nonetheless, it does not limit the possibilities of the Divine to
reveal Himself in the world. God has a will that needs to be actualized in the world. It is our choice whether or not to
align ourselves with it.

A PERSONAL GOD

For the majority of the Hassidic Masters, God is a personal God. He has an individual and unique will in regard to each
and every individual. Every person was planted in the world to fulfill a specific mission. In the same manner that God
has multiple names and each one of these names is a prism in which God reveals Himself, we would have to say that
every person is a manifestation of God, embodying a uniqueness which cannot in any way be replicated. One might ask,
“Is this a mission that is affixed from the moment of conception?”  and would have to answer, “Yes, this is what I was
sent into the world to do.” One might ask, “Can one’s mission change throughout their lifetime?” and for that, too, one
could answer “Yes”. 

I have heard (following the Hassidic tradition, in which teachings were transmitted orally long before they were printed)
a Hassidic teaching from my Teacher and Rebbe, in the name of the Komarno Rebbe7. The Komarno Rebbe is known
for his mystical and Kabbalistic teachings.  He left us with 16 books, among them a commentary on the Zohar and a jour-
nal of his mystical dreams.  He asks, ‘Why is it that it is so hard for people to know what it is that they were sent to the
world to do?’

To this he replies: 

“It is taught that at Mount Sinai there were 600,000 core souls. As history unraveled, chips of
these core souls descended into the world. In the past every Jew’s soul was a chip of one of
these core souls. It used to be that the soul of each separate individual would be constituted
from a single chip, and their soul would be required to actualize one single mission in the
world. As we progress towards the end of time, souls are sent down into the world as config-
urations of multiple ‘soul-splinters’, no longer one distinguishable chip.8” 

7 Yitzhak Isaac Safrin of Komarno. He died in 1874.
8 Note that he does not read the verse as being about 600,000 males over the age of twenty, which is its literal meaning in Torah.
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This would explain why some people are drawn simultaneously in multiple directions, each seemingly a viable Divine-
oriented calling. It may be that in different chapters of our life different “soul-splinters” will take prevalence and 
dictate our daily life and decisions. Our life choices will continuously be perceived as Godly, though, if they are a 
representation of our aspiration to serve the Divine.

DARKNESS

There is one more realm where the God of the Hassidim is often perceived to reside – the realm of the Darkness.  This
is often described in terms of Mitzrayim (“Egypt”), as a metaphor for a contracted consciousness. 

For a moment we need to return to our Lurianic heritage. According to the Kabbalah of the Ari, in order for the world
to be created God had to vacate Himself from Himself in order to create a “chalal panuy” (a vacant space) so that 
Creation could occur. The Hassidic masters have understood this model in two different ways.  The first says that the
world was originally all God, and He vacated Himself into Himself, hence creating a space where He was not.  Into that
space, a world manifested.9 This is my understanding of Rebbe Nachman of Breslov’s10 reading of creation. 

Rabbi Nachman’s reading suggests a deep theological depression and darkness.  If God created the world in a space that
He vacated of Himself this means that our primordial memory of God is one of absence! Rebbe Nachman is continuously
wrestling with a paradox: his desire is to encounter a Divine entity that needs to remove Himself in order to reveal Himself!
For Rebbe Nachman, darkness, absence and abandonment are true states, preconditions of human reality in the world.

If we wish to embrace this paradigm, we need to remember that the darkness and abandonment are precisely the states
which ultimately enable God to manifest in the world.  They are enabling factors of a greater good.  An interesting
metaphor to make this paradigm more concrete is to think of a dance.  The dynamic of an ecstatic dance is that there
is a moment where both feet are in mid air, a moment that creates a vacant space between the dancer and the dance
floor.  In that moment, the void is what defines the dance.  In this understanding of the ‘chalal panuy’, then, God danced
the world into existence.

An alternative reading that has been posed in Hassidic teachings talks of God retracting Himself into Himself until the
point of manifestation. The realm of ‘supernal ideas’ descends gradually from the most ethereal until it finally manifests
as something concrete11. When embracing this reading we witness a reality in which we return to the phrases with
which I opened this essay: Leit atar panuy minei and melo kol ha’aretz k’vodo – “There is no place vacant from Him”
and “The whole world is filled with His glory”. God is in all places and there is nowhere, anywhere, which is void of the
Divine presence. We are called upon to maximize our intellectual capacities when attempting to embrace God, even as
we experience our sense of absentness.  For God is never absent.

A Hassidic voice that articulates this condition of experiencing darkness, absence and abandonment in multiple 
sites throughout his teachings is Reb Menachem Nachum.12 In the Ma’or Einayim (“Light of the Eyes”), which is a 
compilation of his teachings, primarily teachings about the Torah portions but also on sections of the Talmud, he adopts
phraseology such as “Ya’akov” (versus “Yisrael”) and “Mitzrayim” (versus “Eretz Yisrael”) to suggest a state of contracted
consciousness, a state in which an individual no longer feels the presence of God or can see the value of their uniqueness. 

Reb Menachem Nachum’s teachings hark back to the notion of nefila (“falling”) which is an intrinsic part of the 
Lurianic understanding of creation.  However, instead of the Divine shards falling into this world in order to enable God
to reveal Himself, he understands the “falling” to refer to the lapse of a person’s state of God-consciousness.  In this 
moment of darkness, when we do not experience God’s presence, what can we hold on to?  

9 This interpretation lends itself to a more Aristotelian understanding of creation, in which the leaps between pairs of “form” and “matter” create vacant    
spaces and therefore gaps in the presence of God. 

10 1772 – 1810.  He was the great –grandson of the Ba’al Shem Tov.
11 This is similar to the Neoplatonic understanding of creation
12 Reb Menachem Nachum of Chernobyl, also known as the ‘Chernobler Rebbe’, 1730 – 1797.
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There are two pegs that Reb Menachem Nachum offers us to hang on in these moments. The first is to have faith in the
notion of Leit atar panuy minei u-melo kol ha’aretz k’vodo.  No matter where a person is, no matter how far and 
distant they feel from God, God is there. Not only is God there but in the deepest depths of darkness only God can res-
cue us. Paradoxically it is in this most devastating state of being that one can experience the ultimate connection with God.

The second peg avails itself to us in less critical conditions. Here, Reb Menachem Nachum teaches us that there are
moments that we ‘fall out of grace,’ so to speak, not for any mishap on our behalf but in assistance of someone else. Over
and over again Reb Menachem Nachum teaches that at times we find ourselves in locations that are so foreign to us
that we cannot begin to imagine why we are there. The feeling of foreignness can be geographic, psychological, 
intellectual or spiritual. Reb Menachem Nachum will tell us that there are Divine sparks which fell at the moment of
creation  which are waiting there for us to lift them up. He teaches, using a similar understanding to that of the soul
clusters that we encountered in the Komarno Rebbe’s teaching above, that the sparks are connected to our soul-root.
This being so, we are the only ones who can descend to raise them up. In this reading our descent, which challenges
us, is in fact harnessing us in the service of the Almighty, and in our falling we are doing holy work.  

CONCLUSION

It is important to remember that the Hassidic movement, with its plethora of masters and teachers, communities 
and traditions, shares the truth B’chol d’rachecah da’ehu – “in all your ways you are to know Him.”13 All ways are 
legitimate and eligible for encountering and serving God. Hassidism is not monolithic in its practice, theology or 
perception of the Divine.  However, the movement shares a fundamental truth – the belief that cleaving to God is not
only the labor of the mystic but the gift of every single yearning individual. 

As told in the name of multiple Hassidic Masters, God - not only the Hassidic God, but God, as God - dwells wherever
we allow Him to dwell. 

Ashrei yoshvei bey’techa! – Blessed are all those that dwell in your Home.
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13 Proverbs 3:6
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GOD IN HASSIDUT – TEXT 1

MA’OR EINAYIM, COMMENTARY ON PARASHAT YITRO

So, even when a person falls from their level1, they must nonetheless strive to ascend to Hashem from whatever level
they are now at.  Because one must believe that the whole earth is full of His glory and there is no place vacant
from him.  Whatever the level at which a person currently finds themselves, Hashem’s strength (may He be blessed)
is there, since there is no place vacant from him; it is just that He is very much condensed [metzumtzam]. This is
what it means when it says [Psalm 103:3] ‘From the rising of the sun until its setting’ – the tzaddik2 is called the sun, 
since his mind is clear and pure, clinging to Hashem (may He be blessed) until its setting – that is, when the clarity 
disappears and he falls from his position.  Yet he must strive to make God’s name praised, and make every effort to 
ascend to Hashem (may his name be blessed) from the level at which he now finds himself…

…and with what can a person come to Hashem (may he be blessed) when he has fallen from his level?  Because his
consciousness and knowledge will have been taken from him.  But the whole earth is full of His glory – and so Hashem
(may he be blessed) – which means, even in a place which is the whole earth – all earthliness, merely crude matter –
even so, it is full of His glory.  And Hashem (may He be blessed) is called the ‘Life of all Life’ – that is, He (may He be
blessed) is the life force of all the life in the world.  He is the life force of wild beasts, and animals, and birds, and the
human species.  Their life force is Hashem.  And this is the ‘Life of all Life’ – that Hashem (may he be blessed) is the
life force of all life.  Hence when a person falls from their level, they can think: Indeed, I am alive!  And who is my life
force?  Is it not Hashem (may He be blessed)?  And so he will find that even here [at the level where he is], there is
Hashem (may He be blessed) – it is just that He is very much condensed.

• What is to be learned from falling, according to the Ma’or Einayim?
• Can a tzaddik also fall?  How? 
• What should a person do when they have fallen?  How?
• What does the Ma’or Einayim mean by saying ‘God is their life force’?
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1 The Hebrew word here is madrega, which also means ‘a step’ (in a series of stairs) or ‘stage’, or ‘state’.
2 Note that for the Ma’or Einayim a tzaddik is anyone who chooses to live a life of devotion – not necessarily a great Hassidic master or scholar (which is 

what the term comes to mean later in Hassidut)
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GOD IN HASSIDUT – TEXT 2

MA’OR EINAYIM, COMMENTARY ON PARASHAT YITRO

And the reason a person must fall from their level is as follows: there are fallen souls.  Some have been falling since the
six days of Creation; others fall in every generation and are reincarnated – they wander about and are unable to come
to Hashem (may He be blessed). They have nothing to enable them to do so, since during their lives they squandered
their essence on the vanities of this world and achieved nothing.  Yet when a tzaddik1 falls from his position and after
that rises up again (as it says [Proverbs 24:16] “A tzaddik can fall seven times and rise up”) – when he rises up again
and ascends to Hashem (may He be blessed), he raises up with him those [fallen] souls. Note, though, that he can only
raise up those souls which belong to his soul root2.  This why every person must fall from his position – so as to raise
up the souls from his soul root.  And understand this! 

• How does this passage explain the difficult moments in our lives? 
• What does this passage say about the shared responsibility we have for each other?
• What is the role of the tzaddik? 
• Who has been a tzaddik in your life and picked up your fallen soul?
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1 Note that for the Ma’or Einayim a tzaddik is anyone who chooses to live a life of devotion – not necessarily a great Hassidic master or scholar (which is
what the term comes to mean later in Hassidut).
2 According to some mystical traditions there were 600,000 “soul roots” which stood at Sinai.  Every person is a manifestation of one facet of a “soul root”.
Therefore we each have not only a biological family but a ‘soul root’ family.
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GOD IN HASSIDUT – TEXT 3

KEDUSHAT LEVI, COMMENTARY ON PARASHAT VA-YISHLACH

“And he said: thy name shall be called no more Ya’akov, but Yisrael, for thou hast contended with God and with men,
and hast prevailed’. [Genesis 32:29] The point being made here is that there are people who are constantly cleaving to
the Creator, blessed be He, even when they are talking to other people; and there are people who are cleaving to the
Creator, blessed be He, when engaged in His service and His Torah and His mitzvot, but when they speak with people,
they are unable to cleave their thoughts to the Creator, blessed be he. And one level is called “Yisrael”, for it is the 
letters of “Li Rosh” [my head], and the second level is called Ya’akov “Yud Ekev” [yud, the heel]. And this is “no more
Ya’akov but Yisrael, for thou hast contended with God” – meaning, that you are cleaving to God even when you speak
with other people. And this is “with God and with men and hast prevailed”, to cleave your thoughts always to the 
Creator, blessed be He.

(Translation by Reb Mimi Feigelson)

• According to this passage, what are the two different ways of being connected to God?
• Which is better?  Why?
• What, according to this passage, do Jacob’s two names mean?
• How does this challenge us in our everyday lives?
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STUDY QUESTIONS
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GOD IN HASSIDUT – TEXT 4

From the Tanya (chapter 4)

And so the Torah came down from the place of her glory at the will and wisdom of the Holy One, Blessed be He.  And
the Torah and the Holy One, Blessed be He, comprise one entity, which human thought is incapable of grasping.  But
from there, she journeyed through the ‘secret places of the stairs’1, from level to level, through the interconnected
chain of the worlds until she became arrayed in material things and worldly matters – the mitzvot of the Torah, and the
laws relating to them, and the combinations of actual letters written with ink on a scroll [which became] the twenty-
four books of the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings, so that human thought could grasp them.  Even speech and
action, which are on a lower level than human thought, are capable of grasping her and being clothed in her.  

And since the Torah and her commandments clothe the ten qualities of the human soul and all of its 613 organs, from
head to foot, the whole soul becomes truly ‘bound up in the bundle of life’ with Hashem, and Hashem’s light envelops
it and clothes it from head to foot – as it says, ‘My rock, in whom I shelter’…

Torah is truly dressed in Hashem, since Torah and the Holy One, Blessed be He, are one and the same.  For although
the Torah is clothed in lower, material things, it is as if one was embracing a king – that is, it makes no difference to the
closeness and intimacy with the king whether the king is wearing one robe or many robes during the embrace - it is still
the king who is inside them.  And it is the same if the king embraces a person, whether his arm is clothed with garments
or not, as it says ‘his right hand embraces me’ – that is the Torah, which was given from God’s right hand…

• According to Reb Shneur Zalman (the author), why did the Torah descend?
• What, according to him, is the purpose of the mitzvot?
• Torah is one of the ‘king’s’ robes – do you think there are others?  What are they?
• Has there been a time when you felt yourself embraced by, or embracing, God?
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1 A quotation from the Song of Songs (2:14) – the word for ‘stairs’ in Hebrew is “madrega” and is  translated here as ‘level’.  It can also mean ‘stage’ or ‘state’.
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GOD IN HASSIDUT – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

The Bat Ayin, R’ Avraham Dov of Avritch, was one of the Hassidic leadership who made aliyah to Israel in 1777.  
One day a stranger entered his Chazter [courtyard] in the city of Tzfat and the Rebbe, R’ Avraham ran to greet him.
The Hassidim couldn’t hear what they spoke of, but as soon as the stranger left, the Rebbe returned to his study and
did not emerge for three weeks. The Hassidim were puzzled – who was that person, what did he and the Rebbe dis-
cuss, and why did the Rebbe lock himself in his study for three weeks? Their puzzlement grew when the Rebbe finally
emerged and commanded his Hassidim to prepare the most amazing Tish [a Rebbe’s table].

The Hassidim did as they were told. They ate and drank and sang and danced. But the whole time, all they really wanted
to know was - who was the stranger? What did he and the Rebbe discuss? Why did the Rebbe lock himself in his room
for three weeks and why he finally emerged from his study? 

At last one of the Hassidim mustered up the courage to ask the Rebbe “WHY???”

The Rebbe silenced the song and dance and began: “Many years ago, while still in Avritch, I would always sit for hours
with anyone that came from Eretz Yisrael. I would question them about the Holy Land and what it was like to live there.
One day a Shaliach D’rabbanan (a charity collector) showed up and we talked endlessly. When he stood to leave 
I begged him, “Please, tell me more!” He said to me, “I’ve told you everything.” But I insisted, “Tell me more!” He said
to me, “What more can I tell you. When you stand at Ma’arat Hamachpelah [the cave of Machpelah] along with the 
Patriarchs and Matriarchs you will know.” And he turned to leave. I begged of him, “Please, tell me more!” He said, “What
more can I tell you? When you stand at Kever Rachel [Rachel’s tomb] and cry with her, you will know.” And again he
turned to leave. I continued to beg, “Please, tell me more!” He said, “I’ve told you all I can. When you get there you will
see for yourself, even the stones are precious stones. Even the stones are made of emeralds and rubies and diamonds!”
And with this he left.

“So you see,” the Rebbe turned to his Hassidim, “when I arrived, everything was exactly as he said it would be. Every-
thing… but the stones… they were regular stones, they weren’t precious stones at all! I could never understand why
he lied to me. Why the last thing he told me was not true.

“Three weeks ago, he walked into the Chatzer and despite the passage of 20 years, I recognized him immediately. I ran
to him and said, “Everything you told me was true, but the stones! Why did you lie to me? Why did you tell me they
were precious stones when they are not?! He looked at me and said with dismay and surprise: “What? They’re not?”

“So I locked myself in my study and I began to cry. Every day I would cry and look out at the stones. Today, finally, while
looking out of the window I realized that every stone was precious. Every stone was an emerald or a ruby or a diamond!”

The Avritcher Rebbe had to cry in order to transform his sight. And you? Will the transformation happen through joy?
Through prayer? Through dance? Through learning? What will it take for you to sign yourself in the Book of Life? 
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GOD IN MODERN JEWISH THOUGHT
RABBI ELLIOT DORFF, PH.D.

OUR CONCEPTIONS OF REALITY

This essay will describe a number of modern Jewish conceptions of God.  Most of us, even those of us who assert a be-
lief in God, are not used to thinking about God very much.  

Moreover, people who believe in God mean many different things by the word “God,” and they differ even more widely
in the role that that belief plays in their lives and what it means in terms of their actions.  Conversely, people who deny
belief in God mean to state many different things in describing themselves that way, and their denial may be a perva-
sive part of their lives - they fight belief in God as often as they can and with as many people as they can - or it may be
just a minor aspect of their lives.  

This is all very confusing.  After all, if people mean very different things by the word “God,” they presumably mean very
different things by asserting or denying belief in God.  Furthermore, the kind of evidence we would look for to convince
us of their belief or denial depends crucially on what they mean to assert or deny in the first place.  One can legitimately
wonder whether people actually share anything when they speak about God or whether God-talk is a series of people
using their own private languages, languages that can only be understood and assessed by others if they have the pa-
tience to ask each person many questions about what they mean by “God” and why they believe whatever they assert
about God.

Actually, though, the situation, while complex and maybe even confusing, is not as hopeless as these musings may
make it seem.  That becomes evident when we think first not about God, but rather about human beings, a much more
familiar subject.  We do not need to delve into the many complicated issues about how we know ourselves and others
– questions addressed by philosophers and psychologists – but a few easily understood aspects of our knowledge of
other human beings will help us understand various thinkers’ conceptions of God and how they try to justify them.  

For ease of reference, I will use myself as one example of a human being.  Here is a list of just some of the ways peo-
ple think of me:

1. To my parents, I am their son.
2.  To my wife, I am her husband.
3.  To my children, I am their father.
4.  To my grandchildren, I am their grandfather.
5.  To my friends, I am their friend. 
6.  To my students, I am their teacher.
7.  To the other members of the American Jewish University faculty, I am a colleague.
8.  To the members of the Board of Directors of Jewish Family Service of Los Angeles, I am a Past President 

and current fellow Board member.
9.  To the organizers of this project, I am a participant.
10.  To the readers of this essay, I am an author.

And so on, and so on.  

My point is simply that although I am just one person, people have very different conceptions of me based on their vary-
ing interactions with me.  Some may know about a few aspects of me that are not obvious from their own experience
with me.  My students, for example, may know that I have a wife, children, and grandchildren because I sometimes talk
about them in class or because they see photographs of them on my desk when they come into my office.  They may
even have been curious enough to check the university’s website to find out more about me than is evident in class.
Major aspects of my life, though, are just not part of their picture of me.  (I remember being absolutely shocked when
I saw my ninth-grade science teacher outside the classroom in a shopping mall.  Without thinking about it, I just pre-
sumed that he lived all his life at school!)
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GOD IN MODERN JEWISH THOUGHT

Moreover, nobody’s conception of me is complete.  The people closest to me – my wife and children – have, to be sure,
a fuller and richer (philosophers call that a “more adequate”)  conception of me than my students do, for my wife and
children have interacted with me far more than my students have, and they have done so in many different settings.
Even so, my wife and children do not know most of my colleagues at work or in the volunteer activities that I do, and
I happen to know that they have read precious little of what I have written.  That is not a fault of theirs; they are just
interested in different things than the ones I have chosen to write about.  For that matter, as experts in psychology will
tell you, I do not have a full conception of myself either.  Therapy would expand my self-knowledge, but even then it
would be partial, for I can never fully know what is in my subconscious.  Furthermore, I can never fully know what pos-
itive or negative impact I have had on others.    

Another point to note is that the grounds for believing a particular conception of me depend crucially on what the 
conception is.  So, for example, if someone who does not know my family wants to discover whether I was actively 
involved in my children’s upbringing as a father, interviewing my adult children would be an obviously relevant source
of information, while talking to one of my college students now, who was not even born at the time my wife and I
were raising our children, is not.  Even the testimony of my children has to be evaluated for its probity, for they may
be more generous or more critical in what they say than what an objective observer at the time – if there were one –
would say is warranted.  Furthermore, as any family therapist will tell you, the four of them may well remember events
differently and/or may feel very differently about how I fared as a father.  So all the usual rules of evidence, including
identifying relevant and trustworthy information and evaluating whatever one learns for its biases, apply to any 
conception of a person.     

One last point will be helpful for our discussion of modern Jewish conceptions of God.  Because we have the faculty of
memory, our pictures of other human beings can often remain the same long after we lose track of them.  That is clearly
true for my memory of many of my friends and students in years past and, I presume, it is equally true of their memo-
ries of me, unless we happen to see each other years later.  If, however, we are still interacting with each other, it is 
probably important to adjust our images of each other so that our current interactions reflect the new realities.  That
is clearly the case with parents and children: as children mature, parents need to change their image of them and their
expectations of them, or there will be trouble!  My point here, then, is that sometimes it is very important to update
one’s former image of a person in order to reflect the changed circumstances of our relationship.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

96

The implications of this human analogy are hopefully clear.  If we have multiple conceptions of human beings, where,
after all, one can point to one physical body as the person in question, how much the more will that be true of God,
where no such physical body exists.  Furthermore, if various people can and do have multiple and widely varying 
conceptions of a person, all the more should that be true of God, who presumably is open to interaction with everyone.
In fact, in light of the number of people who profess a belief in God, it is amazing that there are not vastly more 
conceptions of God than there are.  

The relevant and trustworthy sources of evidence for any one of those conceptions will depend on the particular 
description of God, just as it does with human beings.  If God is defined as “the Creator of the universe,” for example,
the evidence depends on theories of astrophysics.  Questions like these are then relevant: Did the world come into
being at a given moment, or has it existed eternally?  What evidence is relevant to deciding that question – or is the an-
swer to that question completely beyond human capability to know?  If, for the sake of argument, physicists find grounds
to believe in the Big Bang, is that equivalent to a belief in God as the Creator?  On the other hand, if God is portrayed
as a powerful and loving, covenantal partner with the People Israel, as most Jewish sources do, what kinds of evidence
can and should we look for to make belief in such a divine Partner reasonable?  However we answer that question, the
nature of the evidence will clearly be different from what we need to demonstrate a divine creative force.  

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we need to be willing to reconsider our images of God in the past - and 
especially those of our childhood - in light of our more mature thinking and our added experiences as adults.  God may
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have been “the Man on the Mountain with the flowing white beard” when we were seven or eight, but that will not do
for seriously religious and intellectually alive adults – any more than second- or- third-grade mathematics or English
skills will suffice for an adult. 

Because by most definitions God is not limited or physical, and because many conceptions of God assert that God is
infinite and inherently mysterious, it will be no surprise that no conception of God will be totally adequate to our 
experience.  In fact, we would expect conceptions of God to be less adequate than any of our conceptions of a human
being.  That is certainly true for the varying modern Jewish conceptions of God that we are about to consider.  Never-
theless, they are proposed by people who are uniformly intelligent, spiritually aware, and religiously and intellectually
serious.  So even if every one of these depictions of God leaves some questions unanswered and some things to be 
desired, they will hopefully stimulate readers to reconsider and reevaluate their own understandings of God and 
perhaps even to alter them for the time being – until yet further considerations and experiences motivate readers to
change them yet again in the ongoing wrestling with God that is serious religious faith.

Because this essay is intended to be an overview of modern Jewish conceptions of God, in what follows I will briefly
describe the basic approach of a number of modern Jewish thinkers; I make no pretensions to covering all modern
Jewish conceptions of God nor to describing the ones I do discuss in full.  I am also not evaluating the strengths and
weaknesses of each theory.  Readers interested in following up on any or all of these thinkers can read more in the books
I list in the bibliography at the end of this book.  This overview, though, will hopefully give readers a taste of at least
some of the major modern Jewish approaches to God so that readers can decide how they want to carry their own 
exploration of this topic further. 

MORDECAI KAPLAN (1881-1983): GOD AS THE POWER THAT MAKES FOR SALVATION

Mordecai Kaplan is arguably the twentieth-century Jewish thinker that set the agenda for all others engaged in 
modern Jewish thought, for he took modernity seriously and thus challenged all who would disagree with him to show
how their competing views could be reasonably held in the modern world of scientific advances and religious freedom.
He maintains that traditional views of God as a Person who chooses and commands the People Israel are simply the
product of the ancients’ anthropomorphisms.  Moderns need to get beyond these human depictions of God to the
demonstrable experiences that motivated them, for it is only those experiences that a modern, scientific person can
ground in empirical data.  

Using our everyday experiences, he defines God as “the power that makes for salvation,” that is, the forces within 
nature and our own human experiences that actualize potential in both nature and people.  “Salvation” here does not
mean saving from sin, as Christians think that Jesus does; it rather means saving from the limitations and frustrations
of life – from illness, poverty, ignorance, immorality, prejudice, etc.  So God is the force that transforms the acorn into
the oak tree, a bad baseball player into a good one, and an immoral person into a moral one.  God is also the natural
force that created the universe in the first place and enables it to continue functioning.  

Because God is a force of nature and not a person, God cannot command anything.  Kaplan therefore understands 
Judaism’s moral laws as norms built into nature and thus presumably incumbent on all human beings.  Judaism’s ritual
commandments he interprets as “folkways” that are critically important for a people’s sense of self-identity and there-
fore should be taught, practiced, and creatively enhanced.  They should not, however, be seen as laws to be enforced,
for modern societies do not legally require people to identify with any religion, much less to practice a given religion
in a particular way.  Moreover, because the whole point of folkways is to give people a positive sense of their identity,
enforcement would be counterproductive. 
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RICHARD RUBENSTEIN (1924-      ): GOD AFTER THE HOLOCAUST

Another thinker who depicts God as the forces of nature is Richard Rubenstein.  Kaplan, though, depicts God in very
positive terms: God is identified with those forces in nature that enable us to actualize potential for good.  He almost
totally ignores the existence of evil in our lives, except as a factor to be overcome.  Rubenstein, in sharp contrast, roots
his view of God in the Holocaust, a manifestation of evil if there ever was one.  He maintains that the fact that God did
not intervene to prevent the slaughter of millions of innocents finally and indubitably proves that the traditional Jew-
ish notion of a God who intervenes in history is false.  The only part of the traditional God we can still legitimately be-
lieve in is the God of nature, but that God is not necessarily benevolent.  On the contrary, the communities and rites of
Judaism are important not so much to celebrate happy events, but to enable us to cower together and gain strength
from one another as we cope with the tragedies in life, tragedies like illness, earthquakes, hurricanes, etc.    

Although I will not be describing other “post-Holocaust theologies”, there are many theological responses to the Holo-
caust, including some that reaffirm a very traditional depiction of God.  Rubenstein, however, was the first and ar-
guably the most radical Jewish theologian to grapple with the Holocaust as part of his understanding of God.  Readers
interested in other approaches to God after the Holocaust should consult the Dorff and Newman anthology listed in the
bibliography.  
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HAROLD KUSHNER (1935-    ) AND HAROLD SCHULWEIS (1925-    ): GOD AS THE GOOD

Kushner and Schulweis, like Rubenstein and unlike Kaplan, are keenly aware of the problem of evil.  Schulweis is par-
ticularly focused on the Holocaust, as is Rubenstein, while Kushner is motivated by personal tragedies, like the prema-
ture death of his son.  Unlike Rubenstein, however, and very much in tune with Kaplan’s spirit, both Kushner and
Schulweis locate God in the efforts to overcome evil and to create good.  Schulweis takes this furthest by asserting that
God should no longer be thought of as a noun, but rather a predicate: acts are godly, and we should speak of godliness
rather than a being called God.  Even Schulweis, however, uses the term “God” in his later writings, differentiating Elo-
him, the God of nature, from Adonai, the personal God of care and goodness.    

MARTIN BUBER (1878-1965): GOD AS MY PARTNER IN DIALOGUE

Buber’s view of God is virtually the polar opposite of Kaplan’s and Rubenstein’s.  God, for Buber, is highly personal.  He
famously distinguishes between two kinds of relationships that we have with other human beings, with animals, and
even with trees.  In “I-It” relationships, the I uses the It.  For example, if I hire someone to paint my house, I use him
to get my house painted, and he uses me to earn a living.  There is nothing wrong with such relationships; in fact, life
would be impossible without them.  However, if that is the only kind of relationship that we have with other human be-
ings, we have lost what is distinctly human in us – namely, the ability to relate to others for the sake of the relationship
itself.  He calls this “I-Thou” relationships.  All human “I-Thou” relationships (e.g., parents-children, spouses, friends)
inevitably include some I-It elements in them.  The only absolutely pure I-Thou relationship that humans can have,
Buber maintains, is with God.  People might try to use God to obtain some goal of theirs, but they will never succeed,
for God cannot be used.  The only authentic relationships we can have with God is of the I-Thou sort.  We learn to have
such relationships through the I-Thou encounters we have with other human beings (“Every particular Thou is a glimpse
through to the eternal Thou”) and through reading the ways in which other people had true encounters with God, 
especially the accounts of the biblical Prophets and the Hassidim, and Buber therefore writes extensively on both of
those Jewish groups.
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ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL (1907-1972): GOD AS WHOLLY OTHER

God, according to Heschel, can be encountered in three ways: through nature, through God’s word in the Bible, and,
most importantly, through sacred deeds.  While Kaplan concentrated on the creative forces of nature to find and iden-
tify God, Heschel instead focuses on the sublime, the mystery and the glory of nature and the reactions that those as-
pects of nature engender in us – namely, wonder, awe, and faith.  The sublime is “that which we see and are unable to
convey” (God in Search of Man, p. 39); it produces in us a response of wonder – “Wow!”  The mystery to which Hes-
chel refers is not what we do not yet know, which would lead to inquiry; it rather is the surprise that anything exists at
all, which engenders in us a sense of awe or radical amazement – “Oh!”  The glory is “the presence, not the essence, of
God; an act rather than a quality; a process, not a substance.”  It is the experience of God’s abundance of goodness and
truth, which produce in us a response of faith – “Yes!”

“God is more immediately found in the Bible as well as in acts of kindness and worship than in the mountains 
and forests” (ibid., pp. 311-312).  But Heschel is anything but a fundamentalist: “The surest way of misunderstanding
revelation is to take it literally” (ibid., pp. 178-179).  Instead, one must one must see the Bible as the record of human
beings being overwhelmed by God and trying to describe their admittedly inadequate understanding of such experi-
ences in their own words: “As a report about revelation, the Bible itself is a midrash [interpretation]” (ibid., p. 185).
Revelation is therefore an ongoing process, in which the Bible gives each of us a clue of God’s meaning for our lives each
time we study it.

Finally, the most effective way to find God, according to Heschel, is through obeying the commandments and through
worship.  Piety is a primary way to attain faith: “A Jew is asked to take a leap of action rather than a leap of thought”
(ibid., p. 283).  Simply obeying the commandments, though, can lead to “religious behaviorism”; to avoid that, one 
must fulfill the commandments with focused attention (kavvanah), and one must root one’s observance in theological
awareness, one’s halakhah in aggadah.        

All of these paths to God, however, are only clues to something beyond experience.  Ultimately, God is “an ontological
presupposition” – that is, a fact about being that we must presuppose before we ever experience anything, let alone
think about it.  In that way, God is like “thing” or “movement,” both of which we must presuppose before we can expe-
rience anything, let along think or talk about it.  “The meaning and verification of the ontological presupposition are
attained in rare moments of insight” (ibid., p. 114), and the God we encounter through such clues and in such 
moments is ultimately unknowable: “Our starting point is not the known, the finite, the order, but the unknown within
the known, the infinite within the finite, the mystery within the order” (ibid.).  God is, then, wholly other from what
we know in human experience, but God can be discovered if we are sensitive enough to the clues in nature, the Bible,
and in sacred deeds and worship and if those lead us to the insight of the reality of God behind all those phenomena
and His importance for our lives. 

EMANUEL LEVINAS (1906-1995): GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORAL DUTY

A view of God very close to Buber’s is that of Emanuel Levinas, a French Jewish post-modern Jewish philosopher.  Like
Buber, Levinas sees God as a Person whom we encounter.  Unlike Buber, however, Levinas maintains that every time
we encounter any other human person or God, the very presence of the other imposes on us infinite responsibility for
the other.  Thus the I-Thou relationship, which for Buber is always in flux and therefore can never be shaped by fixed
legal requirements, is for Levinas the very source of duties – indeed, infinite duties – to both other humans and to God.  
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ELLIOT DORFF (1943-     ): GOD AS THE COVENANTED PARTNER OF THE PEOPLE ISRAEL

While Elliot Dorff asserts a belief in a personal, transcendent God, as Heschel does, Dorff maintains that we can know
this God in many of the same ways we use to gain knowledge in other aspects of our lives.  We can use reason to know
God, not through the hypothetical reasoning typically used in scientific experimentation, but rather through the non-
hypothetical reasoning a jury uses, for example, in seeing that the evidence fits one pattern rather than another and
thus decides for one party or the other.  Because God is understood as a person, however, the Jewish tradition wisely
depends more on the methods we use to come to know persons – namely, by speaking with them and by doing things
with them.  In Knowing God: Jewish Journeys to the Unknowable, he therefore includes chapters about how to un-
derstand God speaking to us (revelation);  our speaking to God (prayer); God doing things with us (God acting in his-
tory); and our doing things with and for God (the life of fulfilling the commandments).  He then discusses how we can
and should image God based on those sources of knowledge.  As he stresses in his theory of law, however, 
our experience of God as Jews is not only personal, but is rather communal, for God is our covenanted partner in 
a marriage-like covenant with the full duties of both parties that such a covenant implies.  Law properly understood
provides the ongoing structures for the relationship between God and the People Israel while yet being flexible enough
to change as the relationship between the parties changes. 

MARCIA FALK AND ELLEN UMANSKY: GOD AS FEMININE

Feminism has affected not only Jewish law and Jewish educational and institutional structures, but also Jewish theology.
Roots of the feminine aspects of God embedded in the Presence of God (Shekhinah, a feminine noun), articulated in
Rabbinic and Kabbalistic texts, ground modern explorations of what it means to take seriously that God is infinite and
therefore neither is nor has a body.  If one is going to depict God at all in human terms, then, one must do so in both
male and female images, recognizing all the while that neither is adequate to the reality of God.  That has led people
like Marcia Falk to suggest non-human images for God altogether (a spring of water, for example), and it has led other
feminist theologians like Ellen Umansky to explore what it would mean to assert both masculine and feminine images
of God in both our thought and our prayers.   

CONCLUSION: LOOKING BACK, LOOKING FORWARD

If history is any guide, the theologies of the future will respond to the new realities of life in general and of Jewish life
in particular.  If the Holocaust, the establishment of the State of Israel, and the ongoing challenges of how to live as Jew
in the modern (and, some would say, post-modern) world were the factors that shaped Jewish theologies of the twen-
tieth century, the new visions of God in the twenty-first century will inevitably reflect the lives of the people thinking
about God and interacting with God now.  As we do so, the theologies of the past – including not just those of the twen-
tieth century but also those of the Bible, Rabbinic Literature, the Middle Ages, and the early modern period should serve
as a resource for us to become sensitive to the aspects of life and of the transcendent element in our experience that
motivate speaking of God in the first place.
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KAPLAN

The idea of creativity…has functioned in Jewish life as an antidote to the pessimism which experience with the evils
of life tends to engender.  We are so accustomed to think of God as the creator of the world that it is hard for us to as-
sociate the idea of godhood with any being not conceived as endowed with superlative powers of creation.  It is, nev-
ertheless, a fact that in primitive religion, and even in the more developed religions of polytheism, a notion of godhood
was seldom associated with the power to create.  The psychological origin of the belief in God as creator is undoubt-
edly wish-fulfillment of man’s desire to transform his environment when he realized his own impotence to do so….

The Sabbath is regarded in Jewish tradition as celebrating the creation of the world.  The modern equivalent of that
interpretation of the day would be the use of it as a means of accentuating the fact that we must reckon with creation
and self-renewal as a continuous process.  The liturgy speaks of God as ‘renewing daily the works of creation’.  By be-
coming aware of that fact, we might gear our own lives to this creative urge in the universe, and discover within our-
selves unsuspected powers of the spirit.

The belief in God as creator, or its modern equivalent, the conception of the creative urge as the element of godhood
in the world, is needed to fortify the yearning for spiritual self-regeneration…There can hardly be any more important
function for religion than to keep alive this yearning for self-renewal and to press it into the service of human progress.
In doing that, religion will combat the recurrent pessimism to which we yield whenever we misjudge the character of
evil in the world.  It will teach us to live without illusion and without despair about the future, with clear recognition
of the reality of evil and creative faith in the possibility of the good…

Religion should indicate to us some way whereby we can transform the evils of the world, if they are within our con-
trol, and transcend them, if they are beyond our control.  If we give heed to the creative impulse within us which beats
in rhythm with the creative impulse of the cosmos, we can always find some way of making our adjustment to evil pro-
ductive and good.  

Mordechai Kaplan, “God as the Power that Makes for Salvation”, taken from “Contemporary Jewish Theology,”
ed. Elliott Dorff and Louis Newman, OUP, New York 1999.

• How would Kaplan describe God?  
• Does Kaplan’s God have any limitations?
• How do you think human beings can relate to Kaplan’s God?
• To what extent are you persuaded by Kaplan’s view of God?
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BUBER

As experience, the world belongs to the primary word I-It.  The primary word I-Thou establishes the concept of 
relation[ship].  

The spheres in which the world of relation arises are three.  First, our life with nature.  There, the relation sways in
gloom, beneath the level of speech.  Creatures live and move over against us, but cannot come to us, and when we ad-
dress them as Thou, our words cling to the threshold of speech.

Second, our life with men.  There the relation is open and in the form of speech.  We can give and accept the Thou.

Third, our life with spiritual beings.  There the relation is clouded, yet it discloses itself; it does not use speech, yet
begets it.  We perceive no Thou, but nonetheless we feel we are addressed and we answer – forming, thinking, acting.
We speak the primary word with our being, though we cannot utter Thou with our lips.

The Thou meets me through grace – it is not found by seeking.  But my speaking of the primary word to it is an act of
my being, is indeed the act of my being.

The relation to the Thou is direct.  No system of ideas, no foreknowledge and no fancy intervene between the I and
the Thou.  Desire itself is transformed, as it plunges out of its dream into the appearance.  Every means is an obstacle.
Only when every means has collapsed does the meeting come about…

Every particular Thou is a glimpse through to the eternal Thou; by means of every particular Thou the primary word
addresses the eternal Thou.  Through this mediation of the Thou of all beings, fulfillment of relations and non-relations
comes to them; the inborn Thou is realised in each relation and consummated in none…

Men do not find God if they stay in the world.  They do not find Him if they leave the world.  He who goes out with his
whole being to meet his Thou and carries to it all being that is in the world, finds Him who cannot be sought.

Martin Buber, “I and Thou”, taken from “Contemporary Jewish Theology,”  ed. Elliott Dorff and Louis Newman,
OUP, New York 1999.

• How would Buber describe God?  
• Does Buber’s God have any limitations?
• How do you think human beings can relate to Buber’s God?
• To what extent are you persuaded by Buber’s view of God?
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HESCHEL

But how can we ever reach an understanding of Him who is beyond the mystery?  How do we go from intimations of
the divine to a sense of the realness of God?...

The roots of ultimate insight are found…not on the level of discursive thinking, but on the level of wonder and radical
amazement, in the depth of awe, in the sensitivity to the mystery, in our awareness of the ineffable.  It is the level on
which the great things happen to the soul, where the unique insights of art, religion and philosophy come into being.

It is not from experience but from our inability to experience what is given to our mind that certainty of the realness
of God is derived…Our certainty is the result of wonder and radical amazement, of awe before the mystery and 
meaning of the totality of life beyond our rational discerning.  Faith is the response to the mystery, shot through with
meaning; the response to a challenge which no one can for ever ignore.  “The heaven” is a challenge.  When you “lift
up your eyes on high” you are faced with the question.  Faith is an act of man who transcending himself responds to
him who transcends the world…

God is the great mystery, but our faith in Him conveys more understanding of Him than either reason or perception is
able to grasp…This, indeed, is the greatness of man: to have faith.  For faith is an act of freedom, of independence of
our own limited faculties, whether of reason or sense-perception.  It is an act of spiritual ecstasy, of rising above our
own wisdom.  

…The certainty of the realness of God does not come about as a corollary of logical premises, as a leap from the realm
of logic to the realm of ontology, from an assumption to a fact.  It is, on the contrary, a transition from an immediate
apprehension to a thought, from a preconceptual awareness to a definite assurance, from being overwhelmed by 
the presence of God to an awareness of His existence.  What we attempt to do in the act of reflection is to raise that
preconceptual awareness to the level of understanding.

In other words, our belief in the reality of God is not a case of first possessing an idea and then postulating the ontal
counterpart of it…our belief in His reality is not a leap over a missing link, but rather a regaining, giving up a view
rather than adding one, going behind self-consciousness and questioning the self and all its cognitive preconceptions.
It is an ontological presupposition.

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, “God in Search of Man,”  taken from “Contemporary Jewish Theology,” ed. 
Elliott Dorff and Louis Newman, OUP, New York 1999.

• How would Heschel describe God?  
• Does Heschel’s God have any limitations?
• How do you think human beings can relate to Heschel’s God?
• To what extent are you persuaded by Heschel’s view of God?
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FALK

One of the more heated debates that have arisen in response to my creation of alternatives to the traditional blessing
form concerns the fact that my blessings do not directly address God in the second person.  The question of whether
Jewish prayer needs to address God as ‘you’ is a highly charged one, perhaps even more provocative than the feminist
challenge to the gendered God.  Vigorous protests arise when one questions the exclusive authority of the ‘I-Thou’ ad-
dress of divinity; there is a widely held assumption that this is the only legitimate mode for Jewish prayer…

While I would agree that relationship is an important element of theology, I do not see why it is necessary to envision
God as a transcendent Other in order to affirm relationship.  This view certainly fails to account for the deep sense of
connectedness I personally feel when I am in touch with my participation in the greater Whole of creation.  Moreover,
the conception of God as transcendent Other is based on a hierarchical construct of God and world that can be highly
problematic for modeling relationships, especially from a feminist perspective, since it provides the theological 
underpinning for the hierarchical dualisms – including the foundational dualistic contrast of male and female – that 
characterize and plague Western culture.  It hardly seems coincidental that, when the relationship between God and
world is depicted in the tradition in sexual terms, God is envisioned as male and the world – often represented by the
human community or the people of Israel – is depicted as female.

...I would say that I do not believe an anthropomorphic view of the divine is necessary for the foundations of a moral
life…instead, I would suggest that we bring human relations directly into our liturgy by explicitly affirming in that
liturgy our interpersonal values, and by using prayer as an occasion to make commitments to live according to those
values….

Marcia Falk, “Further Thoughts on Liturgy as an Expression of Theology,” taken from “Contemporary Jewish
Theology,”  ed. Elliott Dorff and Louis Newman, OUP, New York 1999.

• How would Falk describe God?  
• Does Falk’s God have any limitations?
• How do you think human beings can relate to Falk’s God?
• To what extent are you persuaded by Falk’s view of God?
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…My root experience is that God means one thing to me in moments of thought and another in moments of prayer and
action.  When thinking about God, “God” signifies, among other things, the superhuman (and maybe supernatural)
powers of the universe; the moral thrust in human beings; the sense of beauty in life; and the ultimate context of 
experience…In contrast, when I experience God in prayer or action, the God I encounter is a unique personality who
interacts with the world, most especially in commanding everyone to obey the laws of morality and the People Israel
to observe the Mitzvot.  It is the one, unique God who cannot be reached by generalization…

…We learn most about other people and we foster relationships with them through doing things together and through
talking with them.  Observation and cogitation have limited value in such contexts.  Since God in the Jewish tradition
is both personal and unique, human experience would suggest that we use common action and verbal communication
in seeking knowledge about God…

Revelation adds to our knowledge of God by framing and informing our present experience with God through the 
insights and experiences of our ancestors.  Neither the original revelation, nor its traditional interpretations, nor the
continuing testing of that tradition with our own experience is alone sufficient; the key to using revelation as a source
of knowledge of God is the interaction between the original revelation and its ongoing interpretation…

The other side of learning about God through verbal communication is prayer.  On a personal level, prayer is often 
difficult; on a philosophical level it is complex.  And yet in both the personal and philosophical realms it can be highly
enriching…

…Both the abstract God of the intellect and the personal God of action, revelation and prayer are legitimate and com-
plementary conceptions of God, and we need both to be true to the totality of our experience as human beings and Jews.

Dorff, “In Search of God”, taken from “Contemporary Jewish Theology,” ed. Elliott Dorff and Louis Newman,
OUP, New York 1999.
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GOD AND US
RABBI JONATHAN WITTENBERG

Master of the universe     I will sing a song to you.
Where will I find you?    And where will I find you not?
Where I go, there you are.   Where I stay, there are you.

Only you, you alone,   You again, and only you.
Rabbi Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev1

GOD’S BEING

“I am the Lord your God” isn’t a commandment. It doesn’t have to be. The deepest experiences don’t need to spell out
their own implications. We know.

I remember moments when I have been most in love with life, when I have felt bound in a spirit of thankfulness with
the leaves, the trees, the hillside and the night, when I have lain down so that my heart would sing next to where the
grass sings, and have got up and walked on in joy. That moment of prostration has been an act of fealty, when I have
made my vows to life: “I promise not to hurt you; I promise to carry the love of you with me. So may you be with me
when I need you.”  I know that I have forgotten since, sometimes for years at a time; I know I have behaved faithlessly.
But I have never for a second considered the command to be abrogated by which I am bound to love and honour life.

There are other kinds of realisation, different moments of commandment. I remember the picture of the young girl and
the bird. It was during a prolonged and vicious drought in Africa and the girl was struggling to reach the camp where
a relief organisation was supplying food and water. She had only a very little further to go, but her strength had come
to an end and she sank, her body folded over her empty stomach in helpless abandonment. The bird, a vulture, 
sat scarcely a few yards a way and watched. It knew: the girl would never reach the food and water. Surely we, like the
photographer, are commanded: “If you do not carry such children with you...”

“I am the Lord your God” is not expressed in the imperative. It instructs us to do absolutely nothing. Yet once the 
reality behind these words has been experienced, once we have in any way felt the presence of God in our lives, we are
utterly commanded. There can be no thought or action which is not, explicitly or implicitly, a response to the deepest
reality we know. We can call it by many names, God, Allah, transcendent being, the consciousness that comprehends
all life. But however we name it, it is present, whether we are aware of it or not, in every interaction and in all conscious-
ness at all times. 

Moments of awareness, and for most of us awareness is rare and momentary only, belong to the great treasures of 
our experience. We cherish them like the presentiments of a great love. They are the stars by which we navigate our
existential darkness. All such moments are revelation and form part of a continuum with Sinai. For as Rebbe Yehudah
Aryeh Lev of Ger, the Sefat Emet, explains, in those seconds when God spoke “All creation was focussed upwards 
toward the root of its vitality...When God said ‘I am the Lord your God’ all created beings understood the words to be
addressed specifically to them...Then everything was perfected as is right.” Any moment in which any consciousness
apprehends the universal being is therefore connected to the same communion as Sinai.

Faith is a way of experiencing life. It is often misrepresented. It is not a dogma only, a set of mental convictions 
that certain propositions are true. It is not a master plan for how to play chess with life’s contradictions or an escape
route from life’s anguish. For faith is in the living, including the doubt, the anxiety, the pain and the long periods of 
ignorance and forgetting between short moments of knowledge and realisation. Thus faith is never an entitlement to
complacency. 
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Neither can faith ever justify zealotry. To disregard life, to insult, wound and kill in the name of God is to betray the 
very God in whose name the deed is perpetrated. For how can the living God, whose presence is manifest in all 
consciousness, be served by killing? How can God be present potentially among my people, in my land, in my con-
sciousness, and not potentially in your people, your country and your heart also? For there is no Jewish God, no 
Muslim God, no Christian God, no “your God” and no “my God” but only God.

On the contrary, faith is always a moral challenge, a constant struggle to be faithful to life. As the Sefat Emet goes on
to explain, in the moment when God speaks and creation hears, “No one is capable of committing wrong. For nature
itself prevents anyone from transgressing the intention of the Creator.”  In the moment of knowledge, when we under-
stand that we and all life belong to God, we are filled with such reverence for life that our only desire is to honour and
cherish it. All selfishness, all desire to do wrong and to hurt, is abrogated. 

The problem is that the moment falls away and we forget. We live in a world of concealment and hold weakly to the
memories of rare and exceptional experiences of beauty that are soon contradicted and eroded. It is in this muddled
and jaded reality that our faithfulness is constantly put to the test. It is tried in the rush hour, at the supermarket, in
the way we talk to our family, and in our responses to difference, indifference and hatred.

Everything we do matters. An ugly deed always drives something precious away. The incident may be completely trivial.
The other day I had a misunderstanding with a man on the pavement. I thought he was waiting for me, so I slowly
backed my car out of the drive. He thought I was waiting for him and walked on. The next moment he was right next
to my car window shaking his fist. Although I had no intention of behaving rudely, I had become part of an unpleasant
interaction and felt ugly, as if on some level of being I had inflicted damage. Such incidents happen to us every day and
leave behind them a wake either of violence or of grace. This is not even to speak of the great divisions and hatreds
which afflict humanity.

On the other hand, a moment of beauty brings the hidden wonder of life into conscious recognition. Outside, a jay 
sits on a pine branch, a small bird hops into a nest; the tree is filled with life. Ultimately the same being whose vitality
traverses all worlds holds us together as fragments among all the countless manifestations of the same consciousness.
Here is God’s presence in the birds, in the tree and in between us. 

That presence is latent, too, in the care we feel for another person. I watch a child hug her grandmother outside the
school and run off into the playground. Tenderness, compassion and understanding invoke a deeper sense of being; we
are drawn together by what transcends us all and which, in our loving, we all serve.  

Every moment of life presents the challenge of faithfulness or betrayal. 

But there are, mercifully, unanticipated experiences of beauty and grace. However brief and transient to us, the 
eternal vitality flows through them like water along a hillside stream. Silenced and awakened, our spirit recognises that
being which encompasses and enfolds it. God is speaking to us, the everlasting “I am.” We renew our vows to life.

HINNENI

At the heart of life a voice is singing. We heard it when we walked that dusk along the canal, when the tiny grey-brown
cygnets climbed out of the water onto their mother’s back and she hid them under her feathers and carried them 
beneath her wings. The voice answers nothing and says everything, without uttering a single word.  
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A voice is singing. Perhaps one shouldn’t say “voice” because there are no lips and there is no sound. The world is filled
with the paradox of its silence: “Day utters speech to day and night communicates knowledge to night” reads the Psalm,
before continuing, “There is no speech; there are no words; their voice isn’t heard at all.”2 For there is nothing that 
offers an explanation.

Part of the problem is that we want so much of God that we forget God in thinking of what we want. We don’t hear 
because what we’re listening for is something else. Perhaps it’s the Bible’s fault for leading us to expect revelation in
similar proportions, or at least a word from heaven the way God used to bestow it on the prophets. But what if God has
long since done with that kind of disclosure? What if it never actually happened quite like that? What if it never occurred
that way even in ancient times, but the creators of narratives recorded it thus - with all that speaking, acting, stretching
forth of mighty hands, deliverance and wrath, because they understood that God had indeed been present in some 
decisive form, had been the essence and the inspiration of their history, and all other kinds of language had failed them
in trying to describe the silent absence of God’s utter manifestation?

We crave answers: “Answer us on the day we call” begins the evening service. “Answer us, father of orphans; answer
us, judge of widows,” concludes the penitential prayer. The words are at once an impassioned demand for a response,
and an articulation of the baffled anguish of the moment: “God, in the midst of all this sorrow and confusion, help us!”
But God appears recalcitrant and no voice speaks from the sky. Or maybe God isn’t that kind of God. For God descends
in no obvious way either to explain the past or to indicate the future. 

Struggling to live with what we can’t understand, we often impose fictions on the silence, making it noisy with our justi-
fications. How many people think, despite themselves, when someone dies before their time: “The way he lived his life,
always running”; or, less cruelly, “God wants her in heaven”; or, more simply, “There must be reasons for everything in God’s
book.”  Maybe such constructs do ease the pain of suffering. After all, what comfort is there in the thought that fate is
largely random, that what happened may have occurred for little, if any, reason at all? But that doesn’t suffice to make those
statements true. They are born of our anguish, of our incapacity not to know, of the need to turn life into a coherent story.
The process of composing them about our own sufferings and struggles, with ifs and buts and maybes, may lie at the
heart of our search for meaning. But proposed as truths which explain the destiny of others, they are frequently harsh
and sometimes punitive, even if not consciously intended in that way. Thus they aptly reflect life’s own imponderable 
cruelties, to accommodate which we require them. We need the stories to silence the silence of what we don’t know. 

Yet at the heart of life a voice is speaking. We heard it together in the hospital room when my friend said with his 
characteristic frankness and courage, “It’s Ne’ilah now; this is the end.” 

But the voice says nothing about either the why or the wherefore and we badly need explanations. Abraham wants 
an explanation. “Should the judge of all the earth not do justice!” he demands.3 He even argues God down to the 
concession that the city of Sodom should be saved for the sake of a just ten righteous people within it. But what the
text fails to address is why God should allow even a single innocent person to burn to death? The next morning 
Abraham looks out at the rising smoke from the city in flames. One wonders what might be his thoughts.

Moses wants to know the answer. At the moment of his greatest achievement, when he saves Israel from God’s wrath
after they make the golden calf, chastising the people for their sin and God for God’s destructive intentions, he demands
of heaven: “Make known to me your ways.” According to rabbinic tradition, what he actually asks is the old question why
the wicked so frequently prosper while the righteous have to suffer. But even the Talmud can produce no credible answer.4

Job wants to know why. His pain is terrible enough, but what goads him into fury are the lies his so-called friends keep
telling him about God. It isn’t true, he insists, that everything conforms to a single pattern in which suffering means 
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punishment, and the punishment invariably fits the crime. No, he conceals not a single secret sin which could justify
this misery. God does eventually vindicate Job and admonishes his friends for speaking falsely about the deity. But God
fails to provide Job with any logical explanation of all his gratuitous pain; God offers him no alternative interpretations.
There is only the inscrutable wonder of creation. “Only”; but it is enough, that voice singing at the heart of creation.

So, if Abraham, Moses and Job receive none, why should we obtain answers? Yet it is almost impossible to escape the
compulsion to seek them. How can one say, in the face of misery and injustice, that there is a God, yet maintain that
that God is not implicated, is not the why and the wherefore? What use then is God, if “believing in God” justifies noth-
ing and fails to explain anything? Wouldn’t it be simpler to concede and agree with the atheist?

But a voice is speaking at the heart of creation. It is not there for use or function. It is, because it is. It is here in the tu-
multuous bird song of dawn; here it is in the sudden quietness at dusk. Stilling the restless, agitated mind, still in the
stillness of the conscience, taut in the heart’s attentiveness, reverberating in the soul that permeates and dissolves us,
is this voice. 

“Hinneni; here am I.” 

Who said that? Was it that voice again? No; it was me, experiencing myself addressed. But the voice itself is more like
silence, endless being overheard in the process of its own articulation. It pervades all, all is interpenetrated with it; it
transcends all, and all is transient within it; it is at once the entirety of love and the totality of destiny. When we hear
it, all it says is “I am what I am.” Or rather it says nothing, for names are merely human words and the voice is not merely
human. 

After all, it isn’t actually true that all we want of God is explanations. We want God.

A young man is very ill. Others are asking “Why should this be?” For some time he, too, is haunted by that question,
creating many painful answers. But at a crucial point, at a moment of healing, it loses its central relevance though
never entirely absent from his thoughts. For he is listening to something else, if only for a few moments, if only now
and not then, and then again for just a moment. The singing of the silence is embracing him. 

“Hinneni,” he says, “Here am I. This is me. I have nothing; will you have me just as I am?” It says, “But I am already with
you; we have each other always.”  It says, “Look! The world  is mine from the root to the leaf, from birth to death, from
the earth to the sky.”  It says nothing at all. 

Who was it who said “Hinneni’“?

God, say something more! There are so many essential matters we need to hear you address! 

On the pond in the dark two ducks are swimming close to one another. It seems at first as if they are silent, but between
them is a constant, quiet chattering, an almost inaudible intimacy. It calms the spirit; it reassures the heart. Asking “What
is that voice really saying?”, demanding “Tell me more!”, these are not the proper questions. 

“Hinneni, I am what I am”: Is there, ultimately, anything else that needs to be said? What it means is clear without de-
manding that every clause be set down. Each moment is subject to life’s commandments: to respect, to honour, to love,
and never through injustice or unkindness to be faithless.

In articulate silence; listen!
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GOD AND US – TEXT 1

GENESIS 22:1-12

After these things, God tested Abraham: God said to him: “Abraham!”  And Abraham said, “hineini.”  Then he said,
“Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah; sacrifice him there as a burnt offer-
ing on one of the mountains there, the one which I will tell you.  Abraham got up early the next morning, saddled his
donkey, and took two of his young men with him, along with Isaac his son; he chopped wood for the sacrifice and got
up and went to the place God had told him of.

On the third day he looked up and saw the place from far away.  He said to his young men, “Stay here with the donkey
and the young man and I will go on to there and bow down, and then come back to you.”  Abraham took the wood he
had chopped for the sacrifice and gave it to Isaac his son [to carry], and in his own hand he took the fire and the sac-
rificial knife and they went off, both of them together.  

Isaac said to Abraham his father, “Father?” and Abraham answered, “hineini, my son.”  Isaac went on, ‘Here is the fire
and the wood, but where is the lamb to sacrifice?”  Abraham answered, “God will provide the lamb, my son.”  And they
went on, both of them together.

They came to the place of which God had told him, and Abraham built the altar there, and set out the wood, and bound
Isaac his son and put him on the altar on top of the wood.  Then he put out his hand and took the sacrificial knife to
kill his son.  An angel of Adonai called to him from heaven, saying, “Abraham! Abraham!” and he answered, “hineini”.
The angel said, “Do not lay hand upon the young man, and do not do anything to him; indeed, now I know that you fear
God, for you have not witheld your son, your only son, from me.”

• How is Abraham’s faith being challenged in this passage?
• What does Abraham mean when he says “hineini”?
• What is God’s message to Abraham?
• What can we learn from this passage about how God might speak to us?
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GOD AND US – TEXT 2

EXODUS 4:1-12

Moses looked after the flock of Jethro, his father-in-law, who was the priest of Midian; he led the flock out into the
desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.  An angel of Adonai’s appeared to Moses in a flame of fire in a bush;
Moses looked and – behold! – the bush was all afire but it was not being consumed.  Moses said, “I will turn from what
I was doing and look at this great sight: why is the bush not burning up?”

Adonai saw that Moses had turned to see, and God called to him out of the bush, saying, “Moses!  Moses!” and Moses
answered, “hineini.”

God said, “Do not come any closer; take your shoes off your feet, because the place you are standing on is holy ground.”
Then God said, “I am the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob”, and Moses
hid his face because he was afraid to look upon God.  And Adonai said, “I have seen, truly seen, the suffering of my peo-
ple who are in Egypt, and I have heard them cry out because of their oppressors, for I know their pain.  I will come down
to save them from the hand of Egypt and bring them up from that land into a land which is good and broad, a land flow-
ing with milk and honey, the land of the Canaanites and the Hittites, the Emorites and the Perizzites, the Hivites and
the Jebusites.  Now – behold! – the cry of the children of Israel has come to me, and I have seen the tyranny with which
the Egyptians tyrannize them.  So now, come – I will send you to Pharaoh so you can bring out my people, the children
of Israel, from Egypt.

Moses said to God, “Who am I to go to Pharaoh and to bring the children of Israel out of Egypt?”  And God said, “I will
surely be with you: this is the sign for you that I have sent you – when you bring the people out of Egypt you shall serve
God on this very mountain.”

• How is Moses’s faith being challenged in this passage?
• What does Moses mean when he says “hineini”?
• What is God’s message to Moses?
• What can we learn from this passage about how God might speak to us?
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GOD AND US – TEXT 3

1 SAMUEL 3:1-16

The youth Samuel served Adonai in Eli’s [the priest’s] presence.  Adonai’s word was rare in those days, and visions
were not widespread.  One day, Eli was lying down in his place (his eyes had begun to dim, he could not see well).  The
lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying in Adonai’s temple, where the Ark was.  

Then Adonai called Samuel, and Samuel said, “hineini”.  He ran to Eli and said, “Hineini, for you called me!”  Eli replied,
“I did not call you, go back and lie down”, and Samuel did.  Adonai called again, “Samuel!”  Samuel got up and went to Eli
and said, “Hineini, for you called me!”  Eli said, “I did not call you, my son, go back and lie down”.  Samuel did not yet know
Adonai, and Adonai had not yet revealed his word to him.  Adonai called again to Samuel, a third time, and Samuel got up
and went to Eli and said, “Hineini, for you called me!” – and Eli understood that it was Adonai who had called to the youth.

Eli said to Samuel, “Go and lie down; and if he calls to you, say, “Speak, Adonai, for your servant is listening”, and
Samuel went and lay down in his place.  Then Adonai came, and stood, and called, as he had done before, “Samuel,
Samuel!”  And Samuel said, “Speak, Adonai, for your servant is listening.”

Then Adonai said, “Behold!  I am going to do something in Israel which will make both ears of anyone who hears it ring!
On that day I will establish against Eli all that I have spoken about his family, and once I have begun, I will make an end.
I have told him that I will judge his family forever on the iniquity he knew about – that his sons brought a curse upon
themselves and he did not restrain them.  Therefore I have sworn that the iniquity of Eli’s family cannot be atoned for,
neither by sacrifice nor by offering, ever.”

Samuel lay down until the morning, when he opened the doors of Adonai’s house; and he was frightened to tell the 
vision to Eli.  Eli called to Samuel, “Samuel, my son!” – and Samuel said, “Hineini”.

• How is Samuel’s faith being challenged in this passage?
• What does Samuel mean when he says “hineini”?
• What is God’s message to Samuel?
• What can we learn from this passage about how God might speak to us?
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GOD AND US – TEXT 4

1 KINGS 19:9-21

He came to a cave there, where he spent the night, and – behold! – the word of Adonai came to him, saying to him, “What
are you doing here, Elijah?”  And Elijah answered, “I have been zealous, truly zealous, for Adonai of hosts, for the chil-
dren of Israel have abandoned your covenant; they have destroyed your altars, and your prophets they have killed by
the sword. I am the only one left, and now they seek my life so they can take it away.”

He said: “Go out and stand on the mountain before Adonai”.  Behold! – Adonai went by, and a huge, strong wind broke
the mountains to pieces and shattered the rocks before Adonai: but Adonai was not in the wind; after the wind came
an earthquake: but Adonai was not in the earthquake.  After the wind came a fire, but Adonai was not in the fire; and
after the fire came the sound5 of fine silence.  

When Elijah heard, he wrapped his face in his robe and went out and stood at the entrance to the cave, and a voice came
to him which said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”  And Elijah answered, “I have been zealous, truly zealous, for
Adonai of hosts, for the children of Israel have abandoned your covenant; they have destroyed your altars, and your
prophets they have killed by the sword. I am the only one left, and now they seek my life so they can take it away.”

Adonai said to him, “Go back on your way to the desert of Damascus; when you get there, anoint Hazael to be king over
Syria.  Anoint Jehu the son of Nimshi to be king over Israel and anoint Elisha the son of Shefat of Avel-Meholah to be
a prophet instead of you.  Those who escape from the sword of Hazael will be killed by Jehu; and those who escape the
sword of Jehu will be killed by Elisha.  I have left seven thousand people in Israel, all the knees which have not bowed
to Baal and all the mouths which have not kissed him.”

Elijah left, and found Elisha the son of Shafat who was ploughing with twelve yoke of oxen, walking along with the
twelfth; Elijah passed by him and threw his robe over him.  Elisha left the cattle and ran after Elijah, saying, “Let me
kiss my father and my mother and I will come after you.”  Elijah replied, “Go back – for what have I done to you?” And
he went away from him, and took a yoke of oxen and butchered them, and boiled their flesh using the yoke; then he
gave the meat to the people and they ate it. After that he got up, and went after Elijah and served him.

• How is Elijah’s faith being challenged in this passage?
• What is God’s message to Elijah?
• What is the significance of Elijah’s conversation with Elisha?
• What can we learn from this passage about how God might speak to us?
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EPILOGUE: GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT
RABBI ALANA SUSKIN

Walking with God: has such a thing ever seemed more difficult, any task more distant? In our communities, who do you
know that feels comfortable talking about God, let alone admitting to having a relationship?  And yet biologists tell us
that, in fact, we are built to experience God. The geography of our brains is hardwired for transcendence.1 So how is
it that this experience has become so difficult to achieve?

On the one hand, we might look wistfully back and say, “Our ancestors [pick an era] did it much better than we do. We
have to do things just the way they did.” But nostalgia is a false God; Judaism tells us explicitly not to look backwards
in that way. We read: 

“And you shall come to the priests the Levites, and to the judge who shall be in those days,
and inquire; and they shall declare to you the sentence of judgment.  And you shall do accord-
ing to the sentence, which they of that place which the Lord shall choose shall declare to you;
and you shall take care to do according to all that they inform you.  According to the sentence
of the Torah which they shall teach you, and according to the judgment which they shall tell
you, you shall do; you shall not decline from the sentence which they shall declare to you, to
the right hand, nor to the left.” 2

Rashi comments:

“TO THE JUDGE WHO SHALL BE IN THOSE DAYS: even if he is not like the rest of the
judges which came before him, you must listen to him…you have no judge except the one
who passes judgment in your days.”

In fact, contrary to the nostalgia currently epitomized by dancing Hassidim in black coats, the great commentator 
Maimonides plainly regards some of our past practices as less than ideal.  In “The Guide for the Perplexed” he 
discusses why the Torah should command sacrifices.  Surely sacrifice is a barbaric custom?  He continues:  

“It is impossible to go from one extreme to the other….it is therefore according to the nature
of man impossible for him suddenly to discontinue everything to which he has been accus-
tomed.  Now God sent Moses to make [the Israelites] a kingdom of priests and a holy nation
(Exodus 19:6) by means of the knowledge of God….But the custom which was in those days
general among all men… consisted in sacrificing animals in those temples which contained
certain images, to bow down to those images, and to bum incense before them…

It was in accordance with the wisdom and plan of God, as displayed in the whole Creation, that
He did not command us to give up and to discontinue all these manners of service; for to obey
such a commandment it would have been contrary to the nature of man, who generally cleaves
to that to which he is used… By this Divine plan it was effected that the traces of idolatry were
blotted out, and the truly great principle of our faith, the Existence and Unity of God, was
firmly established.”  

We see from this that the great Maimonides himself clearly holds the view that the Temple service was given to us not
as something to which we should yearn to return, but as a way to wean us off from practices of the past. God’s plan 
must then have always been to remove us from Temple worship.  It appears, then, that “Before” is not always better,
and indeed is sometimes worse.3
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GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT

Another tack we can take is to see the challenge of incorporating God with our new ideas about society both as a 
challenge and as a sign of progress. Our expanded interaction with non-Jews is the flip side of expanded opportunities
for Jews; the difficulty we have with authority is the result of our greater freedoms; the struggle to include historically
marginalized groups, whether women, or gay men or lesbians, or those with special needs, is because we are able to
judge ourselves not yet up to par, and to ask what is it that God expects of us.  

Many Jews operate in a milieu in which we have learned to feel silly talking about God. One can feel foolish trying to
speak about an immanent God, a God who dwells with us, a personal God. Perhaps this is why, when we can stand to
talk about God at all, some of us have gravitated towards the transcendent God, a God above us, disconnected from us,
Who looks only at the big picture, a power of nature. This transcendent God is one which emphasizes the din, or judg-
ment aspects of God: separateness, binary opposites, judging of ourselves and of others. 

Judgment is not a bad thing. It leads to justice, and pursuit of the right and the good, but without the balance of hesed
- love, connectedness - it also creates a world of black and white, sorely lacking in shades of gray.   We are really only
just beginning to struggle with inclusiveness: women, those with special needs, gays and lesbians, the intermarried.  If
we approach these challenges with a judgment-driven attitude, we say to ourselves: we must deal with these issues,
because it is the right thing to do. From this perspective, we end up saying, “we need to deal with ‘them.’” 

But who is “them?” Jews married to non-Jews, Jewish women, Jewish gay men and Jewish lesbians, Jews in wheelchairs,
Jews who are blind, or deaf or mentally challenged?  Rather, there is no “them,” there is “us.” Immanence reminds us
to say ‘we”.  Our choice of language changes our approach, and as a direct effect upon how well we might be able to
succeed at the task of inclusion.

Others of us, though, may be mired in immanence. If everything is God, how can we possibly sort out crystals and
dream catchers, bits and pieces of other peoples’ traditions, from a disciplined approach to God that could actually bring
us closer in relationship? Perhaps the main problem if we overindulge in immanence is the difficulty in maintaining
boundaries. Hesed without boundaries causes its own problems. 

We need boundaries: they tell us who we are, strip away our illusions about ourselves, offer us a true mirror in the eyes
of those on the other side.  We must instill boundaries in ourselves, and respect them in others. They are the method
by which we develop perspective. If one looks at the world, one must look from someplace, preferably not all from the
same place. We don’t want to have the same outlook on everything. A world in which all individuals have the same
ideas, the same views, is the vision of the tower of Bavel that the rabbis abhorred.  Commenting on the phrase “And
the whole earth was of one language and one speech”, the Rabbis in Midrash Rabba make it clear the “one language”
was the result of suppressing any dissenting views.  

The message of this midrash, then, is that when all speak with the same voice, they silence those who speak differently.
This is an affront to God. This is the unity of fascism, censorship, dictatorship, control of others. 

The struggle for God is to find the balance in which din and hesed are in harmony, in which we have both kinds of re-
lationships to God; both love and awe, both intimacy and respect. 

The challenges we face can be roughly collapsed into three general areas: 

• Inclusion
• Connection/Boundaries 
• Authority/Autonomy

Each of these operates on two levels.  Each asks us to examine both our relationship to God, and our relationship to
one another as Jews.
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GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT

INCLUSION: HICAL’LUT

The role of women has changed dramatically over the last 50 years. From the most liberal to the most conservative of
denominations, the changes in women’s status are not only broad and deep, but, sometimes despite the best efforts of
some, ineradicable. Is there a precedent in our tradition for such a change in status, and what do these new roles teach
us about our relationship to God?

An excellent resource for tracking the rabbinic change in the status of women is Rabbi Judith Hauptman’s Re-reading the
Rabbis.4 She argues, in essence, that the rabbis over time attempted to move our tradition towards one which provided
a greater role for women and which attempted to ameliorate the seemingly lesser status attached to them in the Torah. 

As far back as the Torah itself, there is precedent for some sort of change in status for women.  In Numbers 27:1-11,
the daughters of Zelophehad petition Moses for a share in the inheritance of their dead father, who left no sons.  Moses
consults with God and is told, “The daughters of Zelophehad are right”, and it becomes law that if a man dies without
sons, his inheritance should pass first to his daughters and only then to other male members of his family. 

The Midrash comments:

“AND THE DAUGHTERS OF ZELOPHEHAD DREW NEAR. When the daughters of Zelophe-
had learned that the land would be divided among the tribes to the males but not to the
females, all of them gathered together to consult with each other.  They said: God’s mercy is
not like the mercy of human beings. Human beings have mercy upon the male more than
upon the female, but God is not thus; rather, God’s mercy is upon both males and females, as
the Torah says, ‘[God] gives mercy to all flesh.’” 5

So we can argue that there are at least the initial stirrings of a precedent within Judaism for at least some minor changes
in the role of women, but what precisely is our motivation for implementing the changes?  What underlies the desire
for the change in status?  Who cares if men get to go to synagogue and pray three times a day?  Who cares if they’re
obligated and women are not?  One sometimes hears this very attitude voiced by women who live what they consider
to be a more traditional lifestyle: “I’m busy. Who needs it?” 

Of course, we acknowledge that there are many ways to be close to God, and that a more secluded role for women is
one such way.   But public prayer is at the heart of Judaism. In the sources, it is consistently the community which is
the basic unit, not the individual, and not the family. If we are serious about our relationship to God, then we need to
think carefully about what it means to pray publicly. When we include women in public prayer, we are insisting that in
this broken, disconnected, modern world, our connection to God as a nation, as a community, is still important.  As we
sing joyfully on the High Holidays, ki anu amecha, v’atah eloheinu: surely we are your people, and you are our God. 
The second thing that we can learn from the shift of our perspective regarding those who are marginalized,is that God,
too, wants a partner. In Hosea we read that Israel has abandoned God, but God loves Israel so greatly, that God seduces
Israel to return, and then on that day Israel will no longer call God “baali” – my master, but “ishi” -my husband.

If the text of Tanach clearly says that in the era in which Israel truly accepts God in love, we will no longer call God mas-
ter, but “my man” – quite literally we are saying that  in the era of God’s rule, we will no longer refer to God in terms of
ownership. Israel is the beloved wife, and in our acceptance of our beloved, the beloved ceases to be master, and be-
comes an equal partner – the “zug” of “isha” – that is the partner of woman, and not the master.  Hosea is implying quite
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GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT

strongly that the messianic ideal is that one not be over another – not even God! I can think of few more radical texts
than this.  The strong implication is that there is a value in an egalitarian affection.  Not only that, but it would also 
appear that the flattening of hierarchy is a desirable goal. 

Judaism has had a tendency since rabbinic times to see a certain group of people as “us” and anyone who doesn’t fit
neatly into that category as Jews, yes, but as Jews who are problematic, as “others” who need to be dealt with in some
way, rather than as part of “us” with a voice in the proceedings.  Yet there is a kabbalistic notion what we do as 
Jews directly affects God. The Sefer Ha-Bahir notes that there are two directions of interaction: that the flow from God
influences us as we are open to it, but also that there is an upward sequence of sefirot which emanate from humans
through which we influence the sefirot  through an “awakening from below.” 

If we are unsuccessful at including all Jews in our community, there are pieces missing in our relationship to God. As
long as there is a “them” and an “us” within the boundaries of Judaism, we are closing ourselves off from being the full
community in relation to God. And just as we are then breaking our own community into pieces, we are also breaking
God into pieces.  Not only women, but gays, lesbians, those with special needs: all of these are people are “us.” 

BOUNDARIES: GVULIN

Another matter which presses upon us is the question of how to deal with the growing numbers of intermarried Jews.
Jewish law has never been wishy-washy on this topic6. We all know that as far as halakhah is concerned, and for good
reasons, it’s simply not permitted7. But that’s a fairly bland answer to a more complex problem. The fact is, a signifi-
cant number of us are marrying non-Jews, and we need to know what to do after the halakhic issues have been ad-
dressed. (How) do we welcome the Jewish partner; (how) do we welcome the non-Jewish partner?

Salman Rushdie, in his 2002 essay “Step Across This Line” writes as follows: 

“At the frontier our liberty is stripped away—we hope temporarily—and we enter the uni-
verse of control. Even the freest of free societies are unfree at the edge, where things and peo-
ple go out and other people and things come in; where only the right things and people must
go in and out. Here, at the edge, we submit to scrutiny, to inspection, to judgment. These
people, guarding these lines, must tell us who we are.” 8

Intermarriage is our frontier in a rather literal way. It brings into our families and communities people who live based
on ideas that are different from Jewish ones. They are not obligated to live according to mitzvot, and so the ways that
they behave, too, are different. Together with these people, we raise our children. And we want to know, whose values
will these children have?

This is only a question, though, if we start from the perspective that Jewish values are not generic goodness and com-
mon sense but rather that Jews have a mission of holiness. If we do not start from that perspective but rather from a
universalistic one, we encounter other, troubling questions: What do we believe? Why be Jewish, and why not assimi-
late? Is Judaism more than an ethnicity?  If we do think that Judaism is important, we need to be able to articulate why
Jews are not simply an ethnic group (or, actually, many ethnic groups with some sort of relationship to one another).
Why does it matter to be Jewish?

It is not because we are “better.” Judaism has always held that the pious of the nations of the world have a place in the
world to come.  Rather, it is because we have a particular relationship with God, one which we can bring to the world.
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6 For example see Ezra 10: 10 – 12.
7 Barring some extreme circumstances that one would rather not invoke, such as mamzerut – the result of adulterous or incestuous relations.
8 The Tanner Lectures on Human Values, delivered at Yale University, February 25 and 26, 2002.
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GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT

We have a mission to repair the world in a particular way, and that way can only be reached through the discipline im-
posed on us by living a Jewish life. For example, there is nothing better or worse about being a world-class cellist than
there is in being an Olympic level gymnast: however, except for the discipline it takes to do both, there is little in com-
mon. They are both beautiful but in different ways. 

Jewish tradition tells us, “Who is wise? The one who learns from everyone.” 9 A lot of people know that quote, but many
people don’t know how it continues: “Who is honored? The one who honors all God’s creatures.” The rabbis often used
the term “briot”, created ones, to refer to human beings, but the sense is of persons. We even have a phrase, “Kavod
habriot” meaning “respect for others,” which appears a number of times in the Talmud10 . This principle is taken so 
seriously that it can override a negative commandment. Things don’t get more serious than that.

These principles give us some clues as to what intermarriage can teach us about ourselves and how to relate to God. 

First, although we consider it of highest value to try and persuade the non-Jewish partner to convert, we need to con-
sider what it means to respect the beliefs and choices of the non-Jewish partner. Hence we should be clear about what
roles in our lives are limited to Jews, as well as speaking respectfully about the faith that the partner does have. If we
are honest, we must also acknowledge that in respecting a partner who does not choose to convert, one’s life as a Jew
is probably also limited by that choice, as is often the richness of the Jewish identities of the children of such a couple.

Secondly, we might do well to listen to the non-Jewish partner to hear what they can teach us, as Jews, about being
Jewish.  One thing that many Christians do much better than Jews is spontaneous prayer. Jews often are very uncom-
fortable with the idea of just making up a prayer and speaking with God. When we view the relationships of others with
God through their own lens, we can learn much about what our own lacks are, and how to enrich our own Judaism. While
endogamy is still of exceptionally high value to Jews and is something to be encouraged and sought, intermarriage
presents an opportunity for us to learn about ourselves and to grow closer to God, and sometimes, even for a Jew with
little connection to tradition may be challenged into taking another look at Judaism. 

AUTHORITY AND AUTONOMY: SAMKHUT

This is likely to be the hottest of all the hot topics of the near future.  Many of the most vibrant, lively places to pray
and to gather in community are independent minyans, places which lack an official authority. 

Americans do not much like authority. We really dislike the idea of someone telling us what to do. Yet Judaism is steeped
in traditions of authority:  

“Remember the days of old, consider the years of many generations; ask your father, and he
will show you; your elders, and they will tell you.” 11

In the Mishnah, in the first chapter of Pirkei Avot, we find that we are advised to “get for yourself a teacher” no fewer
than three times.12 And in the Talmud we find other texts which suggest that the worst possible curse is for a commu-
nity to be without learned advisors and leaders13.  In the light of these texts we may ask: if respect for authority is so
deeply embedded in our tradition, is there a valid place for these minyans, the communities without official leaders? 

In order to answer this question, we need to analyze why it is that these minyans are successful. The reason they are
so vibrant is because they take upon themselves the obligation we have as Jews to learn. They epitomize relationship
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9 Pirke Avot 4:1
10 B.  Berakhot 19b; B. Shabbat 81b, 94b; B. Eruvin 41b; B. Megillah 3b; B. Bava Kama 79b; B. Menahot 37b-38a.
11 Dvarim 32:7
12 Pirke Avot 1:1, 1:6 and 1:16, respectively.
13 Babylonian Talmud Hagigah 14a
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GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT

to God through study, which is one of Judaism’s deepest held and most beloved traditions.14 When the entire 
community is responsible for leading services and reading Torah, then the opportunities arise to expand and grow, to
study in depth, learning becomes a necessity for everyone.  More importantly, many of these communities have 
created successful experiments of various kinds: pluralist communities, where people of deeply divergent understandings
of halakhah can pray together.  They may come together around social justice work, or study – or both. They rely on
one another to learn – and many of them have rabbis as community members, as well as knowledgeable Jewish 
professionals, scholars and teachers. It is long past the time for us to acknowledge that many of our Jewish experts and
teachers are not ordained, and to consult and respect them. 

What, then, will be the role of the rabbi for these communities?  Rabbis will have the gift of being able to return to what
is, in many ways, a more traditional role.  They will be the community’s organizers, helping to teach the children as well
as the adults.  They will set up times, places and teachers for study, and will learn together with members of the 
community.  These rabbis also will, hopefully, be the person to whom the community comes when there are questions
about practice. Ultimately, although we Americans don’t care for authority, we do need someone who can be a decisor,
and we need to develop some humility about having such a person in the community and making use of them.

The question of who should be in charge, though, has wider implications. Although we prefer our models of God to 
represent God as partner, that is not God’s only relationship to us. Judaism has two modes of relating to God: Yirah –
fear/awe, and ahavah - love/intimacy.  Both of these are necessary. In Psalms, it says, “The fear of God is the begin-
ning of wisdom”.15 In just a very quick glance at the Torah, we find the repetition of the commandment to fear, and 
separately (and sometimes together) the command to love, God literally dozens of times16.

Yirah – fearing God – implies an element of submission. That’s a very difficult concept for us, but it is one that we need.
In fact, it’s not so foreign to us as we might like to think. Much of our lives involve us submitting to authority in a way
that is invisible to us. Consider what happens when a police siren sounds behind you on the highway: most of us pull
over. Most of us grumble about having to acquire a driver’s license and the hassle of car registration, yet we make time
in our schedules to update these mechanical details of our social order. Submission to God, in its full Jewish context,
leads us not to acquiesce to society, but to rebel against its coarse or wrong aspects.  This brings me to my conclusion.

CONCLUSION

The various points I have outlined, from the rejoining of Jewish law to its ethical precepts, to the new pluralistic
minyanim, to the relationship between Jews and non-Jews, to the expanding role of women are not separate frontiers.
They overlap, and flow together. “God on the Frontier of Jewish Thought” has to do both with our individual relation-
ships with God, and how we think God wants us to relate to one another.  Ultimately, in terms of our relationship with
God, the “new frontier” is returning to the idea of an immanent God but to also bring yirah, awe, into that relationship.
God as totally transcendent and not immanent, God as all love and no discipline, is now passé.  Our frontiers are re-
turning to what is really a more traditional view of God.  

God gave us the Torah as part of an ongoing project to make us holy.  Since God, being omniscient, knew that a nation
just liberated from slavery would not be able to comprehend a non-hierarchical society, God deliberately gave us the
Torah written ambiguously enough that we would need to interpret it.  God wishes of us to move as a nation toward
partnership, toward a more holy understanding of ourselves and the world, and so God created the language of the
Torah in such a way that we would have to re-examine ourselves over and over again, growing, changing, and becom-
ing closer to one another and to God as we develop.
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14 see, for example, Pirke Avot 2:6, which reminds us, ‘an ignorant person cannot be pious’.
15 Psalms 111:10
16 A small sample: Love: Deuteronomy 6:5, 10:12, 11:1, 11:13, 11:23, 13:4, 19:9, 30:6, 30:20; fear: Leviticus 19:14, 19:32, Deuteronomy 6:2, 6:13, 6:24, 8:6,
10:12, 10:20, 13:5, 31:12, 31:13. Not nearly exhaustive.
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GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT

We can see from the texts here that God has always wanted us to be loving and inclusive in our relationships with each
other, but society has not been ready to take those giant leaps; earlier generations were not able to hear that message
the same way we are hearing it now.  We are finally ready to begin hearing God, but in order to do so, we have to open
our books and study, to hear all the voices that have come down to us in holiness. The trend of both secular society and
Jewish tradition is towards greater equality and more care for kavod habriot, and consequently the gap between the
Reform movement’s commitment to social justice and the Orthodox movement’s commitment to halakhah, is narrowing.
It is about time. The distinction made between moral and ritual law is as false as our commentators have always 
implied.  To the contrary, neither is possible without the other.  Jewish law is not a discrete system, but a holistic one.
It is a matter of common sense to recognize, given both economic and social realities, that inclusion, strengthened yet
transparent borders, and humility in our dialogue with God, while simultaneously recognizing a God who dwells among
us, who longs for a relationship with us, is a necessity of Jewish development and holiness.  

We look outward towards our frontiers, and ask, “If we cross, what will we find on the other side?” But in reality, 
we are already crossing these borders, we are walking: walking towards, and walking away. The question is now 
towards Whom do we walk, and what are we leaving behind? In the end, the frontier is not feminism, or intermarriage,
or independent minyans: in the end, the frontier is God. 
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GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT

EQUALITY

HOSEA 2:16-25

Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her.  And I will give her 
vineyards from there, and the valley of Achor for a gate of hope; and she shall sing there, as in the days of her youth,
and as in the day when she came out of the land of Egypt.  

And it shall be at that day, says the Lord, that you shall call me My husband (“Ishi”); and shall no more call me My 
master (“Baali”).  

For I will take away the names of Baalim from her mouth, and they shall no more be mentioned by their name.  And in
that day I will make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field, and with the birds of heaven, and with the 
creeping things of the ground; and I will break the bow and the sword and the battle out of the earth, and will make
them lie down safely.  

And I will betroth you to me for ever; I will betroth you to me in righteousness, and in judgment, and in grace, and in
compassion.  I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord. 

And it shall come to pass in that day, I will answer, says the Lord, I will answer the heavens, and they shall answer the
earth; and the earth shall answer the grain, and the wine, and the oil; and they shall answer Jezreel.  

And I will sow her to me in the earth; and I will have compassion upon her who had not obtained compassion; and I will
say to them who were not my people, You are my people; and they shall say, You are my God.

• What do you think is the difference between “ishi” and “ba’ali”?  Why do you think the distinction is made?
• What kinds of imagery are being used here?
• Who are “them who were not my people” in the final verse?
• Do you consider this text represents the relationship between God and the Jewish people today? Why/why not? 

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

127

STUDY QUESTIONS

4012-ZIG-Walking with God Final:4012-ZIG-Walking with God  5/25/07  4:19 PM  Page 127



GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT

KAVOD HABRIOT 

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, MEGILLAH 3B

Rava said: it is entirely clear to me that reading the Megillah takes priority over the Temple sacrificial service, as can
be proved by the statement of Rabbi Yosi bar Chanina on the subject.  Similarly, reading the Megillah takes priority over
Torah study, as shown by the fact that students from the school of Rabbi relied on R Yosi’s ruling [and interrupted their
Torah study to go and hear the Megillah].  Burying a met mitzvah  takes priority over Torah study, since we know [from
a Baraita ] that one may take time away from studying Torah in order to bury the dead or to accompany a bride to the
canopy.  Burying a met mitzvah takes priority over the Temple sacrificial service…but as between reading the Megillah
and burying a met mitzvah, which takes priority over which?  Is it that reading the Megillah takes priority because of
the obligation to publicize the miracle?  Or is it that burying a met mitzvah takes priority because of human dignity
[kavod habriot]?

After putting the question, Rava answered it himself.  [He said:] burying a met mitzvah takes priority, since it was said
by a Master , “Human dignity is so great that it takes priority over even a negative commandment in the Torah [which
means it will definitely take priority over a positive commandment such as reading the Megillah]”.

• Why do you think Rava ruled as he did?  Do you agree with his ruling?
• Why do you think the example for human dignity is a dead body?
• Do you consider that there are circumstances in which human dignity can be overriden?  If so, which circumstances?
• Do you consider that Rava’s ruling could be understood as permitting people not to observe mitzvot in general?
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INTERMARRIAGE
FROM EZRA CHAPTERS 9 AND 10

And when these things were done, the princes came to me [Ezra], saying, The people of Israel, and the priests, and the
Levites, have not set themselves apart from the people of the lands, doing according to their abominations, even of the
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the Egyptians, and the Amorites.  For
they have taken of their daughters for themselves, and for their sons; so that the holy seed have mixed themselves with the
people of those lands; and the hand of the princes and rulers has been foremost in this trespass.  And when I heard this 
matter, I tore my garment and my mantle, and plucked off the hair of my head and of my beard, and sat down appalled.  Then
all who trembled at the words of the God of Israel, because of the transgression of those who had been carried to exile, 
gathered around me, while I sat appalled until the evening sacrifice….And while Ezra prayed, and confessed, weeping and
casting himself down before the house of God, a very great assembly of men and women and children gathered to him out of
Israel; for the people wept bitterly.  And Shechaniah the son of Jehiel, one of the sons of Elam, answered and said to Ezra,
We have trespassed against our God, and have taken alien wives from the peoples of the land; yet now there is hope in Israel
concerning this matter.  And now let us make a covenant with our God to put away all such women, and those born of them,
according to the counsel of my lord, and of those who tremble at the commandment of our God; and let it be done according
to the Torah.  Arise; for it is your task, and we are with you. Be of good courage and do it!  Then Ezra arose, and made the
chief priests, the Levites, and all Israel, swear that they should do according to this word. And they swore.  Then Ezra rose
up from before the house of God, and went into the chamber of Johanan the son of Eliashib; and when he came there, he did
not eat bread, nor drink water; for he mourned because of the transgression of the exiles.  And they made proclamation
throughout Judah and Jerusalem to all the returned exiles, that they should gather themselves together at Jerusalem;  And
that whoever would not come within three days, according to the counsel of the princes and the elders, all his goods should
be forfeited, and he himself set apart from the congregation of the exiles.  Then all the men of Judah and Benjamin gathered
themselves together at Jerusalem within three days. It was the ninth month, on the twentieth day of the month; and all the
people sat in the street of the house of God, trembling because of this matter, and because of the heavy rain. And Ezra the
priest stood up, and said to them, You have transgressed, and have taken foreign wives, to increase the guilt of Israel.  And
now make confession to the Lord God of your fathers, and do his will; and separate yourselves from the people of the land,
and from the foreign wives.  Then all the congregation answered and said with a loud voice, As you have said, so must we do.

• What motives might Ezra have had for behaving as he did?
• Why do you think the people agreed to do as he said?
• Why do you think there was (apparently) unanimous agreement?
• Do you consider this text has any place in the way we think today?  Why/why not?
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AUTHORITY

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, SANHEDRIN 17B

It was taught [in a Baraita]:  A scholar may not live in any town which does not have these ten things:    

1. A court that administers lashes and other punishments.

2. A charity fund collected by two people.

3. And [the charity fund must be] distributed by three.

4. A synagogue

5. A bathhouse

6. An outhouse

7. A doctor

8. A blood-letter

9. A scribe

10. A teacher of children 

In the name of Rabbi Akiva they said: varieties of fruit are also required because varieties of fruit brighten the [sight of
one’s] eyes.

• What do you think might be missing from this list?
• Why do you think the text specifies that these things are important for a scholar?
• Are teachers more important than leaders?  Why?
• Is it possible for a community to exist without a leader and/or a scholar? 
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GOD ON THE FRONTIER OF JEWISH THOUGHT –
TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

There are no such things as ‘women’s issues…’ Women’s voices have to be heard as lawmakers, but it is not enough for
women to be heard as advocates in court, or as mikvah ladies.  When power is limited, it is limited, and in the Jewish
community power is wielded through the judiciary – ie. the rabbinate.  There is no halakhic reason why women can-
not be poskot [those who make authoritative rulings in Jewish law] even in the most traditional of Jewish communities.
Women need to be part of the conversation – all of it.  There is no Jewish topic that does not affect both men and
women.  Furthermore, women’s decisions need to affect men as well.

An interesting model for this is that of the tallit…the wearing of a tallit by women began to be popular around the time
of the beginning to the DIY (“Do It Yourself”) havurah movements in the 1970s.  When this began, tallitot were mostly
polyester, white and blue or white and black; in some very traditional congregations they were wool, but again white
and blue or white and black, or in a few cases, white and white.  When women began wearing tallitot, part of the am-
bivalence about how women should wear them was expressed through women trying different kinds of tallitot.  Since
there are no legal requirements of a tallit other than it have four corners to which the requisite fringes are attached,
women started tie-dyeing them, wearing them in different shapes, different colors and even different fabrics, such as
painted silk or soft rayon.

After some time, many men realized that they were wearing boring tallitot, that there was no halakhic reason for them
to wear boring tallitot and that they did not have to wear polyester, black and white tallitot.  Shortly, men, too, began
wearing tallitot that were more expressive of their own aesthetics…today, there is hardly a synagogue around the coun-
try, including Orthodox ones, where a colored tallit cannot be found.  There is an entire industry devoted to produc-
ing beautiful tallitot- and we now have a widespread new custom of hiddur mitzvah [fulfilling a commandment in an
aesthetically beautiful way] via the adoption of a mitzvah by women.  It seems to me that this is a wonderful metaphor
for how halakhic reinterpretation ought to happen regarding women.  It is not enough to “add women and stir”.  When
women participate, it means that the roles of both men and women have changed: otherwise attempts to include women
have not really changed anything.

Rabbi Alana Suskin, A Feminist Theory of Halakhah, taken from The Unfolding Tradition: Jewish Law After Sinai, Elliot N  Dorff, Aviv
Press 2005.
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CONCLUSIONS – MY GOD

MY GOD
LEAH GOLDBERG

I saw my God in a café - 
he revealed himself to me in clouds of cigarette smoke
dejected, apologetic and feeble
he signalled to me: “Life goes on”.

He did not look like my lover
he was closer than him – and pitiful
like a transparent shadow made of starlight
he hardly occupied any space

in the light of a pale, reddish sunrise
as if confessing a sin before dying
he went downstairs, to kiss the feet of humans
and beg their forgiveness.

WITH MY GOD, THE BLACKSMITH
URI ZVI GREENBERG

My days are aflame like chapters of prophecy in all their revelations,
My body between them like a lump of smelter’s iron.
And over me stands my God, the blacksmith, mightily pounding.
Each wound hatched into me by time splits open for him
releasing the captive fire in sparks of moments.

This is my fate, my judgment, until evening falls by the wayside.
And when I return to throw my stricken lump upon my bed
my mouth is an open wound.

All naked I speak to my God: you have labored ruthlessly
And now it is night.  Please.  Let us both rest.

FROM ‘GODS COME AND GO, PRAYERS STAY FOREVER’
YEHUDA AMICHAI

Bird tracks in the sand on the beach,
like the scribbles of someone who took notes
so as to remember things, names, numbers and places.
Bird tracks made in the sand at night
are there the day after, as well, though I did not see
the bird which made them. And thus, also: God.
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SESSION SUGGESTIONS – MY GOD

to justify the material at this point – your purpose here is not to provide answers.  If participants are left with ques-
tions about God, that’s a desirable outcome.  (It is likely, in any case, that there will be somebody else in the group who
will want to answer any particular participant’s issues.)

The final question may be of particular interest, since it has practical impact.  How do participants’ theological consid-
erations translate into their day to day practice?  Should they?  Why/why not?

TEXTS [OPTIONAL]

The three texts provided all present different views of God through the lens of modern Hebrew poetry.  Hand out all
three texts to all participants – do they present a view of God they espouse?  Disagree with?  Why?

JOURNALS

As a final exercise, ask participants to look back at the beginning of their journals.  What did they write about God ini-
tially?  Do they still hold those views?  If so, why – if not, why not?  

Allow participants to journal their current views.  Do they propose to incorporate them into their lives?  If so, how?  They
can do this exercise in any form they wish – statement, poetry, a list of questions – but one way which might work well,
if appropriate, is to write a letter to God.  If they do that, they could also place a copy in their siddur, or perhaps their
High Holyday machzor.

CONCLUSION

Thank participants, and conclude the session.
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