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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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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

INTRODUCTION

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.

RESOURCES

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 nev-
ertheless strongly recommended that participants be encouraged to bring their own resources so that they can jour-
nal, 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 learn-
ing, 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.

SUGGESTED 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.  

INTRODUCTION (5 MINS)

Orientation – recap and consolidate what happened in the last session. Elicit the main points of the essay for today/is-
sues/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

CHAVRUTA (30 MINS)
Study of texts in chavruta

GROUP WORK (35 MINS)
• Presentation from the chavruta groups
• Consolidation of what has been learned from the texts

BREAK (10 MINS)
• (If you use a text for part 2 of the session, you can hand it out here)

GROUP STUDY (40 MINS)
• Various options are provided: see individual session suggestions

CLOSEDOWN/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 em-
powering 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 what-
ever 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 pre-
cious 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 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

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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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).”

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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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.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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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.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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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.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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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) 

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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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? 

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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1 “Adat” or “Eidah,” translated here as assembly, is also understood by the sages to refer to a minyan of ten. 
2 “Agudah,” meaning stairway can also refer to the bunch of five fingers in a hand.
3 “Elohim” can mean God, gods, or human judges. The latter sense is used here: amidst human judges—at least two of them—God is also present.



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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1 Mitzuyanim—playing on the similarity between Tzion (Zion) and mitzuyan (distinguished).



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!



SESSION SUGGESTIONS – GOD IN HALAKHAH

In this session the group will consider the role of God in halakhah.  The session format varies slightly from the usual one in order
to begin with group study of a key text, with chavruta after that.  

INTRODUCTION

Briefly remind people of the content of the essay.  Some questions to generate a brief recap might be:

• What is halakhah? 
• What, according to the author, is the place of God in halakhah?
• What, according to the author, is the nature and role of the posek?

GROUP STUDY

We suggest you begin the session by group study of the key text – Akhnai’s oven.  It may be useful to have participants
look up the citations to understand how they are being used to support the story.  See if you can steer the discussion
towards the matters dealt with in the essay – the range and scope of halakhah and God’s place in it. What does 
‘lo bashamayim hi’ mean for halakhah?  You might also want to go outside the story and make participants aware of its
sequel – the excommunication of Rabbi Eliezer and his death thereafter.  

CHAVRUTA STUDY

The four texts which have been chosen are each challenging in their own way.  The Berachot 19b text in particular is
rather cryptic, and participants might need some assistance in unpacking it.

In the discussions which follow, there is a risk that the class might be sidelined into a general discussion of the range,
scope, legitimacy etc. of halakhic authority – especially if you have participants with strong views on that subject.  You
might wish gently to steer the conversation back to God – where is God in all of this, and why is that important?  

CONCLUSION

Allow time for participants to journal.  Hand out the essay for next time and conclude the session.
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CONTRIBUTORS

RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON (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.

RABBI DAVID LIEBER, 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.

RABBI GAIL LABOVITZ, PH.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.

RABBI ILANA BERENBAUM GRINBLAT 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.

RABBI DANIEL S. NEVINS 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

RABBI PINCHAS GILLER, PH.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.

REB MIMI FEIGELSON (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.

RABBI ELLIOT 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. 

RABBI JONATHAN WITTENBERG 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.

RABBI ALANA SUSKIN 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.

DEBORAH SILVER 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 
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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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