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THE LORD IS OUR GOD

T e [ o Exploring Our Ideas About God
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Ever since Jacob wrestled with God, Jews have
explored our relationship with God and the presence of
God in our lives. What what are different ideas about
God in our tradition? Is it possible to define the concept
of “God”? How can we understand God when we only
have our own, human language to describe God?

know; you know my sitting down and my rising up; you understand my thought from afar... You have restricted

me and you have laid your hand on me. Knowledge is beyond me; exalted, | am incapable of it.” Central to the
Jewish intellectual and spiritual tradition is our opportunity or responsibility to develop a relationship with God—but
what does that mean? Psalm 139 explores this question: God knows us, God knows our moves and our thoughts,
God limits us when necessary and God takes action against us, and we understand and revere this—still, we
cannot know God. Our tradition is filled with ideas similar to this, acknowledging that it is incumbent upon us to
love and fear God, and to come to know God through the mitzvot and through study. At the same time, our tradition
suggests, there is rarely one understanding of God, rather there are countless images and understandings of God,
manifesting in inspiring and complex ideas. These plentiful ideas can be overwhelming, particularly in a larger
culture where for many of us, God-talk is not often prevalent and we have only rare opportunities to talk through
with others about how we imagine God.

In Psalm 139, the psalmist engages in conversation with God, suggesting, “You have scrutinized me and you

Texts #1: Ideas from Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz
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From Simple Words: Thinking about What Really Matters in Life

Perhaps our greatest difficulty in relating to God is our inherent inability to form any coherent understanding of the
Almighty. With the millions of words that have been said and written, both for and against, with all the prayers, prayer
books, and books on devotion, so much of this subject still remains empty words. The word “God” is indeed used—in
public prayers or in unvoiced wishes, in common conversation and in curses—with equal meaninglessness. For most
people it means everything—and nothing.

For many people, the image of God is quite clear: a big, white bearded man sitting on a throne very high in the sky. He
has—at least figuratively—a stick in one hand, and a bag of candy in the other, bestowing each on His subjects. Many
prayers, as well as bitter complaints, ask for more of the candy and less of the stick. You may object and say that
such an idea is just childish, kindergarten imagery, but how many people actually continue to develop their religious
understanding beyond that age?
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Exploring Our Ideas About God

Asked, “Who is God?” Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz provides his personal reflections in the interview below:

Q: Characterize God: Is He vengeful, merciful, moody?

A: How can one characterize God? Whatever we say is going to be both right and wrong at the same time. All the
good, beautiful and sweet things in this world are actually attributes of God, and every day, nay, every moment, we
see Him differently. What is the color of a bubble of water? That depends upon the angle from which | look at it,
and when | gaze at it long enough, | shall see in it all the colors and hues: Great, Mighty, Compassionate, Gracious,
Awesome, Un-understandable—but forever extremely close to me.

Review what he is saying. What are the different points that Rabbi Steinsaltz is making?

1. What are the different ways that Rabbi Steinsaltz characterizes God?
What is fundamental to Rabbi Steinsaltz’s ideas of God?

2. To what extent do you take issue with the questioner’s question?
What'’s interesting about it, given Rabbi Steinsaltz’s points about God?

3. To what extent do you relate to what he is sharing? What is challenging about it?
What is attractive about it?

4. Does his conception surprise you in any way?
5. What are our responsibilities in prayer, according to Rabbi Steinsaltz?

Text #2: Psalm 85

©00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

79 P79 2°2°nn 190

i nP °137 13K X

3Py {MaY} Maw NI I3 PP O°¥ 2
7120 DOXED 29 0702 Ty 17y DRY3 A

2R TR NIWT ANV 22 NOK T

Y OV 195 1YW VHOR 1WA

2971 777 F9N TR 12 A8 oLivha

272 iR Y 1000 WA TAR KO T

212 190 YW 7790 PP A N

719927 321 P8 17700 2R ¥ X O¥2W 137 72 PIP) PR 13T 2 AYRwR v
PILING 71322 YT WY vRTR 21R T8
2w 2T PR IR MK TR N
MR B PTH RED YRR DY 2
:712) 10A AN 2007 10 PIP) 03 X
IRYR 017 OW) 12T P RIS T

©00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

The Global Day of Jewish Learning November 13, 2011 www.theglobalday.com 2



Exploring Our Ideas About God

©000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

To the chief Musician, A Psalm for the sons of Korah.

Lord, you have been favorable to your land; you have brought back the captivity of Jacob.
You have forgiven the iniquity of your people, you have pardoned all their sin. Selah.

You have withdrawn all your wrath; you have turned from the fierceness of your anger.
Restore us, O God of our salvation, and cease your anger toward us.

ﬂ Will you be angry with us for ever? Will you draw out your anger to all generations?

Will you not revive us again, that your people may rejoice in you?

Bl show us your loving kindness, O Lord, and grant us your salvation.

E I will hear what God the Lord will speak; for God will speak peace to God’s people,
and to God’s pious ones, but let them not turn back to folly.

Surely God'’s salvation is near to those who fear God; that glory may dwell in our land.
Loving kindness and truth meet; righteousness and peace kiss (confront) each other.
Truth shall spring from the earth; and righteousness shall look down from heaven.
Also, the Lord shall give that which is good; and our land shall yield her produce.
Righteousness shall go before God; and walk in the way of God’s steps.

LT

1. Define the terms “truth,” “lovingkindness,” “righteousness,” and “peace.” (Note that “chesed” does not
exactly translate to lovingkindness. What does chesed mean to you?)

2. What does it mean that “truth and lovingkindness should meet”? What is the relationship between truth
and lovingkindness?

3. What is the relationship between righteousness and peace? Are they naturally compatible?
4. If not, how do we make room for both?

Text #3: Genesis Rabbah 8:5
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Rabbi Simon said: At the moment the Holy One chose to create the first Adam the ministering angels broke up into
factions. Some of them said, “Create him,” while others said, “Don’t do it.” Thus it is written: “Lovingkindness and
truth will meet, righteousness and peace will kiss.” (Psalms 85:11)

Lovingkindness said: Create him, for he will do acts of lovingkindness.
Truth said: Don’t create him, for he is drenched in lies.

Righteousness said: Create him, for he will do much Tzedaka.

Peace said: Don’t do it, for he is essentially quarrelsome.

What did the Holy One do? God took Truth and cast it toward the earth.
Thus it is written, “And truth will be cast to the earth” (Daniel 8:12).

The ministering angels said: Sovereign of the Universe, why do You shame the leader of Your court? Let truth rise from
the earth. Thus it is written: “Truth will arise from the earth” (Psalms 85:12).
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1. Summarize the text. What is happening here? What different ideas are conveyed?
2. What, specifically, do you think is meant by the following phrases?

 Compassion and truth are opposite
® Humanity is the enemy of truth and peace and the friends of compassion and righteousness
® Truth is cast to the ground and then it flourishes from the earth

3. Is “truth” sacrificed for “lovingkindness and righteousness”?

4. What do you learn about the nature of God from this text? What about the nature of people?

Text #4: Babylonian Talmud Berachot 7a
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Rabbi Johanan says in the name of Rabbi Jose: How do we know that the Holy One, blessed be God, says prayers?
Because it says: Even them will | bring to My holy mountain and make them joyful in My house of prayer. (Isaiah 56:7) It
is not said, ‘their prayer’, but ‘My prayer’; hence [you learn] that the Holy One, blessed be God, says prayers.

What does God pray?—Rabbi Zutra ben Tobi said in the name of Rab: ‘May it be My will that My mercy may suppress
My anger, and that My mercy may prevail over My [other] attributes, so that | may deal with My children in the attribute
of mercy and, on their behalf, stop short of the limit of strict justice.’

It was taught: Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha says: | once entered into the innermost part [of the Sanctuary] to offer incense
and saw Akathriel Yah [the Divine Crown of God], the Lord of Hosts, seated upon a high and exalted throne. God said
to me: Ishmael, My son, bless Me! | replied: May it be Your will that Your mercy may suppress Your anger and Your
mercy may prevail over Your other attributes, so that You may deal with Your children according to the attribute of
mercy and may, on their behalf, stop short of the limit of strict justice! And God nodded to me with God’s head.

. Summarize the texts. What is happening here? How is God portrayed?

. How do these images of God compare to what we read in the above set of texts?
. Why is this an interesting question to the rabbis?

. In your mind, why might God pray? Why might justice and mercy be in conflict?

. What do these texts, these ideas, tell us about what God is and can be?

. In this text, the rabbis seem to suggest that they have a collective or similar
understanding of God. To what extent can an objective experience of God
be summoned—what do you think?
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Text #5: Exodus Rabbah 5.9
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“For who is there of all flesh, that has heard the voice of the living God speaking out of the midst of the fire, as we
have, and lived?” (Deuteronomy 5:23). Come and see how the voice went forth to all of Israel, to each and every one
in keeping with his particular capacity—to the elderly in keeping with their capacity, to young men in keeping with their
capacity, to the little ones in keeping with their capacity, and to the women in keeping with their capacity. As it is said,
“Moshe spoke and God answered him with a voice”—a voice that he would have been able to withstand. R. Yose bar
Hanina said: If you are astounded at such an assertion, then draw the relevant inference from the manna, which came
down for Israel varying in taste, in keeping with each Israelite’s particular need—to young men it tasted like bread, to
the elderly it tasted like wafers made with honey, to sucklings it tasted like milk from their mother’s breast, to the sick
it tasted like fine flour mingled with honey, while for the heathen it tasted as bitter as linseed. Now, if the manna, which
was all of the same kind, changed into so many kinds to provide for the particular need of each individual, was it not
possible for the voice, in which there is such divine strength, to vary according to the capacity of each individual, so
that no harm should befall him? Hence Job said, “God thunders marvelously with God’s voice” (Job 37:5).

1. Summarize the text. What is being communicated? What is the logic behind the conclusion?
2. How does this text contrast with the other texts reviewed?
3. What might have generated this midrash, this conception of God? Is is something that you relate to?

4. What does the text suggest for the Jewish understanding of God, for our understanding of God that we
invoke when we say the Shema?
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Hebrew Sources

Text #3:
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