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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
15600 M ULHOLLAND D RIVE , B EL A IR , C ALIFORNIA 90077-1599 • PHONE : (310) 476-9777

EXT.257

• FAX : (310) 476-7768 • E MAIL : bartson@ajula.edu
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I NTRODUCTION
This book is the first in the Ziegler Adult Learning series. Our aim is to provide high quality, stimulating and challenging
materials to enable adults to expand their understanding of the basic concepts and tenets of Conservative Judaism –
and to expose them to the thinkers, texts and ideas which underpin our tradition. The audience we have in mind is
the questioning adult congregant who might not be entirely familiar with Jewish sources.
The book will enable you to teach a series of twelve adult education classes on the subject of God. It contains twelve
self-contained units, which are arranged chronologically. Eleven of these comprise:
•
•
•
•

an essay
a set of four texts, with questions
a fifth text for further/creative study
session suggestions

The final unit has no essay: instead, it provides an opportunity for participants to reflect upon and consolidate their
learning.

R ESOURCES
For each session you will need:
• the essays (for session 1, essays 1 and 2; for the rest, the essay for the subsequent session to hand out at the end)
• copies of the texts
It will also be useful to have copies of the Tanakh, in Hebrew and in English.
For the first session, you might also wish to provide every participant with a notebook. This will serve as a journal, in
which the participant’s own thoughts and insights can be recorded. If your budget will not accommodate this, it is nevertheless strongly recommended that participants be encouraged to bring their own resources so that they can journal, and/or for you to bring spare paper to every session. Busy congregants are unlikely to be able to keep these
materials in their minds from session to session, and a journal will provide them with tangible evidence of their learning, as well as something to refer to after the course is over. You might also wish to provide a ring binder, or a folder
of some kind, in which participants can keep the essays and texts.

S UGGESTED

SESSION FORMAT

Below is a basic format, with timings, for a two-hour session. Please feel free to amend it as it suits you – you might
wish to allow more time for chavruta and less for group work, for example.

I NTRODUCTION (5

MINS )

Orientation – recap and consolidate what happened in the last session. Elicit the main points of the essay for today/issues/questions/problems the essay raises (we strongly recommend eliciting rather than ‘teaching’ – easier on you, and
it involves the participants more. It will also be quicker and allow more time for chavruta.)

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

C HAVRUTA (30

MINS )

Study of texts in chavruta

G ROUP

WORK

(35

MINS )

• Presentation from the chavruta groups
• Consolidation of what has been learned from the texts

B REAK (10

MINS )

• (If you use a text for part 2 of the session, you can hand it out here)

G ROUP

STUDY

(40

MINS )

• Various options are provided: see individual session suggestions

C LOSEDOWN / JOURNAL (10

MINS )

•
•
•
•

What did we learn?
How does what we learned today sit in the context of previous sessions?
Journal entries
Hand out the essay for next time.

A

FEW POINTS TO NOTE :

• We recognize you are busy! The session notes have been designed to enable you to prepare your teaching quickly
and easily, so you might want to read them even before you begin to prepare the essay and texts. Basically, if you read
the essay & have some answers to the questions on the chavruta texts you will be ready to run the session.
• Four chavruta texts are provided per session, with questions to help guide the study. The idea is that you split your
participants into four chavruta groups. Initially, give each group one of the texts. When the time comes to report back,
give every group all of the texts so that they can study them as their colleagues report on them, and take them home.
This technique enables a lot of learning to be covered in a comparatively short time, and has the added benefit of empowering participants to teach each other. Then again, the sessions are packed and the material is rich, so you might
want to be selective.
• You may wish to use only two, or only one, of the texts for chavruta. The session has been designed to work whatever you decide. We only have one plea – please let the participants interact with the actual texts. Even when they
are complex – and some of them are – there is a magic in people studying together which invariably means that precious insights arise and are shared. If you wish to change the questions at the bottom of every text to help focus the
discussion, please feel free – they are only suggestions.
• It is entirely up to you what you do with the second part of the session. You can use the fifth text, or come up with
something of your own – we give some ideas in the session outlines. We have sometimes made the fifth text one with
which the participants might already be familiar so they can look at it with new eyes.
• Finally, please do not feel limited by the texts we have provided. There is a huge amount of material outside this book
which could be used, and which, for reasons which include copyright and space limitations, we have not been able to
include. Popular song lyrics, for example, are a rich resource.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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GOD: AN INTRODUCTION
R ABBI B RADLEY S HAVIT A RTSON

uch 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 characterized 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.

M

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 sophisticated, 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 twoyear-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.

T HE R ELIGIOUS I SSUE

AT

S TAKE

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 visible 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 ourselves 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

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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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 delusion, 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, requiring 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 comforting or venerable. Mickey Mouse, for this school of thought, is no different than God. Just as we expect a child to outgrow 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 simple delusion, a pathology to eradicate. Religion, for Freud and his classical followers, is the enemy. And so is Mickey Mouse.

I S M ICKEY M OUSE

THE

E NEMY ? I S G OD ?

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 attraction, 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 presence 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?

T HE R EALITY

OF

M ICKEY M OUSE

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

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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certain values and characteristics, what Mickey represents is very real indeed. Mickey is merely one possible representation 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 meaningful 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.

G OD

AS

A C OSMIC M ICKEY M OUSE

God shares a lot in common with Mickey Mouse, representing that part of reality which eludes measurement or analysis, but which makes life worth the effort. What we learn from Mickey Mouse is that the character is but the embodiment 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 cannot 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 alluded 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 different images to describe the same transcendent unity that we call God. The rabbis recognized this irreducible theological 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 traditions. 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 individual,” 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 experience 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.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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GOD: AN INTRODUCTION – TEXT 1
GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORALITY
R ABBI B RADLEY S HAVIT A RTSON
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 existence 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 demonstrated 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 comparison, 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.

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

1

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?

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: AN INTRODUCTION – TEXT 2
GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORALITY
R ABBI B RADLEY S HAVIT A RTSON
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 relationship. 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.

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

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?
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GOD: AN INTRODUCTION – TEXT 3
GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORALITY
R ABBI B RADLEY S HAVIT A RTSON
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 creators), 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 spirituality. 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.

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

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?
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GOD: AN INTRODUCTION – TEXT 4
GOD AS THE SOURCE OF MORALITY
R ABBI B RADLEY S HAVIT A RTSON
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 “YH-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 experience, 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.

STUDY QUESTIONS

•
•
•
•

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?
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SESSION SUGGESTIONS – INTRODUCTION

This session is atypical in that the participants will not have received the essay beforehand – instead, they will be given it to
read after the session. You need to take time to introduce the course to the group, and perhaps also the group to each other.

I NTRODUCTION
You might wish to include the following:
•
•
•
•

an icebreaker of some kind (eg ask each participant for their name and an adjective they would use to describe God)
a sharing of expectations – why have people come? what do they want to get from the course?
an introduction to the course – a brief overview of each unit
giving out/recommending the keeping of a journal (see How To Use This Book)

J OURNALS
This is a good point to ask people to begin their journals. Ask them to record their own starting point – that is, to write
about how they currently perceive God. What do they believe? Why? What do they find challenging about God? How
do they think God and the Jewish tradition relate to each other? Whether they write statements or a list of questions
(or poetry, or a letter to God) the aim here is to provide a starting point to which they can refer at the end of the
course, to see how their ideas may have changed.

C HAVRUTA

STUDY

Hand out the chavruta texts. We suggest splitting the group so that each sub-group is dealing with a separate text. After
giving them time to discuss the texts, draw them back together. Allow them to teach each other what they learned.
Has this exercise changed anyone’s view about God? How, if so? Has it raised any new questions? Which?

C ONCLUSION / CLOSEDOWN
Allow participants time to journal. Hand out both the Introduction essay and the essay for next session, and then
conclude the session.
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CONTRIBUTORS

R ABBI B RADLEY S HAVIT A RTSON (http://www.bradartson.com) is the Dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic
Studies at the American Jewish University, where he is Vice President. He is the author of 6 books, most recently Gift
of Soul, Gift of Wisdom: Spiritual Resources for Leadership and Mentoring, and is a Doctoral candidate in
Contemporary Theology at Hebrew Union College – Jewish Institute of Religion.

R ABBI D AVID L IEBER , DHL is president emeritus of the American Jewish University and the Flora and Arnold
Skovron Distinguished Service Professor of Literature and Thought. He was educated at the College of the City of
New York and ordained at the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1948. He has been a leading figure in American Jewish
life and learning for many years, being, inter alia, the senior editor of the Etz Chayyim commentary on the Torah,
sponsored jointly by the Rabbinical Assembly and the Jewish Publication Society, past president of the Rabbinical
Assembly, a former spiritual leader of Sinai Temple, Los Angeles and dean of students at the American Jewish University
until he assumed the presidency in 1963. Dr Lieber has written extensively, with articles published in Commentary,
The Christian Century, The Reconstructionist, The Torch, and Jewish Education. In recognition of his work, Dr.
Lieber was awarded the “Doctor of Humane Letters” degree, honoris causa, by the Hebrew Union College in 1982 and
the “Torch of Learning” Award by the Hebrew University of Jerusalem in 1984.

R ABBI G AIL L ABOVITZ , P H .D. is assistant professor and chair of the department of Rabbinics at the Ziegler School
for Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish University. She was ordained at the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1992
and received her doctorate in Talmud and Rabbinics there in 2002. Prior to her current position, she served as
a senior research associate for the Feminist Sexual Ethics Project at Brandeis University and as coordinator of the
Jewish Feminist Research Group, a project of the Women’s Studies program at JTS.
R ABBI I LANA B ERENBAUM G RINBLAT is the rabbi of Temple Beth Shalom of Long Beach California where she has
served for the past five years. She also teaches midrash at the American Jewish University’s Ziegler School of Rabbinic
Studies, where she was ordained. In the fall of 2007, she will begin her Ph.D. studies in midrash at UCLA.

R ABBI D ANIEL S. N EVINS is the Pearl Resnick Dean of the Jewish Theological Seminary Rabbinical School. He was
ordained rabbi by JTS in 1994, and received his bachelor's in history from Harvard University in 1989. From 1994-2007,
he served as rabbi of Adat Shalom Syngogue in Farmington Hills, Michigan. He is a member of the Rabbinical
Assembly's Committee on Jewish Law and Standards and writes frequently on topics of contemporary halakhah.

RABBI JOEL REMBAUM, PH.D. is Senior Rabbi of Temple Beth Am in Los Angeles. Formerly Dean of Undergraduate
Studies and Associate Professor of Jewish History at the American Jewish University, Rabbi Rembaum, a recognized
scholar in the area of Medieval Jewish History, is currently a member of the faculty of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic
Studies.
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CONTRIBUTORS

R ABBI P INCHAS G ILLER , P H .D. was ordained at Yeshiva University and received his doctorate at the Graduate
Theological Union, Berkeley. Rabbi Giller has written extensively on Judaism and Kabbalah. He has written three books,
The Enlightened Will Shine: Symbolism and Theurgy in the Later Strata of the Zohar (State University of New
York Press, 1993), Reading the Zohar (Oxford University Press 2000) and Shalom Shar’abi and the Kabbalists of
Beit El (Oxford University Press 2008). Rabbi Giller has taught in multiple contexts and is presently Associate Professor
of Jewish Thought at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish University, Los Angeles.

R EB M IMI F EIGELSON (www.ziglerpodcasts.com) is the Mashpiah Ruchanit and Lecturer of Rabbinic Literature at
the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish University, Los Angeles. She is an Israeli - Orthodox
Rabbi and an international Hassidism teacher and story teller.

R ABBI E LLIOT N. DORFF, PH.D. is Rector and Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at the American Jewish University
in Los Angeles. He specializes in ethics, with books on Jewish medical, social, and personal ethics, but he has also written
on Jewish law and theology. His book on theology is entitled, Knowing God: Jewish Journeys to the Unknowable.

R ABBI J ONATHAN W ITTENBERG was born in Glasgow, Scotland. He studied at King’s College Cambridge and Leo
Baeck College, London, and is presently the rabbi of the New North London Masorti Synagogue. As well as being a
full-time congregational rabbi, he is a hospital chaplain, and is involved in a project to create a multi-faith secondary
school. His books include Three Pillars of Judaism: A Search for Faith and Values and The Eternal Journey:
Meditations on the Jewish Year.

R ABBI A LANA S USKIN was ordained in 2003 at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish
University. Her essays, poetry and other writing have appeared in a wide variety of journals, books and anthologies.
Her most recent project, “Ethical Smachot” (with Rabbi Joshua Ginsberg and Jews United for Justice), can be found
online at http://www.myjewishlearning.com/lifecycle/ About_Jewish_Lifecycle/Overview_Themes/ethicalsmahot.htm.

D EBORAH S ILVER is entering her third year at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish
University. She holds a Master’s Degree in Hebrew Studies from Cambridge University, England, as well as an MA in
the theory and practice of literary translation. She is past holder of the George Webber Prize for Hebrew Translation,
and she is the Senior English Editor of the Oxford English-Hebrew Dictionary of Current Usage (Oxford, 1996). Prior
to coming to Los Angeles, she practiced as an attorney before becoming an Associate Professor at BPP Law School,
London.
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SUGGESTED BIBLIOGRAPHY
TALMUD
Jacob Neusner, The Foundations of the Theology of Judaism, Volume 1: God Northvale, New Jersey,
London: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1991
Solomon Schechter, Some Aspects of Rabbinic Theology, Macmillan, New York, 1910
Ephraim Urbach, The Sages – Their Concepts and Beliefs, Magnes Press, Hebrew University, 1979

MIDRASH
Renee Bloch, “Midrash,” in Jacob Neusner, ed. Origins of Judaism Vol. XI, part I, New York:
Garland Publishers, 1999
Barry Holtz, “Midrash,” in Back to the Sources, New York: Touchstone Publishers, 1984
David Stern, “The Rabbinic Parable and the Narrative of Interpretation,” in Michael Fishbane, ed.
The Midrashic Imagination, Albany: State University of New York, 1993

HALAKHAH
Eliezer Berkowitz, Not In Heaven – The Nature and Function of Halakhah, Ktav, New York, 1983
David Hartman, A Living Covenant – The Innovative Spirit in Traditional Judaism, Free Press, New York, 1985
Menachem Elon, Jewish Law: History, Sources, Principles, JPS, Philadelphia, 1984

MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY
Julius Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism: The History of Jewish Philosophy from Biblical Times to
Franz Rosenzweig, JPS, Philadelphia, 1964
Hans Lewy, Alexander Altmann, and Isaak Heinemann, Three Jewish Philosophers: Philo, Saadya Gaon,
Jehuda Halevi, Meridian Books, New York 1960
Isadore Twersky, A Maimonides Reader, Behrman House, New York 1992

KABBALAH
Lawrence Fine, Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship,
Stanford: Stanford University Press 2003
Pinchas Giller, Reading the Zohar, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2002
Daniel Matt, The Essential Kabbalah: The Heart of Jewish Mysticism, San Francisco: Harper 1995

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

135

4012-ZIG-Walking with God Final:4012-ZIG-Walking with God

5/25/07

4:19 PM

Page 136

SUGGESTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

HASSIDUT
M Buber, Hasidism and Modern Man, New Jersey: Humanities Press International, Inc. New Jersey 1998
Arthur Green and Barry Holtz, Your Word is Fire: The Hassidic Maters and Contemplative Prayer,
Jewish Lights Publishing, Woodstock, Vermont, 2003
Louis Newman, A Hasidic Anthology, Schocken Books, New York, 1963

MODERN JEWISH THOUGHT
Elliot N. Dorff and Louis Newman (eds.), Contemporary Jewish Theology: A Reader, New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999
Daniel H Frank, Oliver Leaman, and Charles H. Manekin, eds., The Jewish Philosophy Reader,
Routledge, London and New York, 2000
Elliot N. Dorff, Knowing God: Jewish Journeys to the Unknowable, Jason Aronson, 1996

GOD AND US
Joshua Haberman (ed.), The God I Believe In, Free Press, New York, 1994
Louis Jacobs, God, Torah, Israel: Traditionalism Without Fundamentalism, Masorti Publications,
London 1999
Daniel Matt, The Essential Kabbalah: The Heart of Jewish Mysticism, San Francisco: Harper 1995

GOD ON THE FRONTIER
Useful websites:
http://www.jewschool.com/
http://www.radicaltorah.org/

Books:
Daniel Boyarin, Unheroic Conduct, University of California Press, 1997
Elliot Dorff (ed.), The Unfolding Tradition: Jewish Law After Sinai, Aviv Press, 2005.
Danya Ruttenberg (ed.), Yentl’s Revenge, Seal Press, 2001
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