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Sermon by Rabbi Rim Meirowitz 

Rosh Hashanah.  2nd day 2018/ 5779 

Science and the language of Prayer 

 

All page numbers refer to the Mishkan HaNefesh for Rosh Hasahanah. 

 

Turn to page 139. 

 

The torah reading today is about God creating the world in seven days.  This 

is a counter-point to it. 

 

The Lord is not a shepherd 

And I am not His sheep. 

No monarch greedy for my praise  

Is worthy of my prayers. 

Oneness that exploded into cosmos, 

Spun the double helix 

Over eons of evolution, 

Made all things beautiful in their time 

Gave me intellect and initiative 

To envision Oneness: 

A single chain of life 

A single human family 

And myself one part- 

Responsible and responsive, 

Member of a people  

Who dreamed of Oneness, 

Worked and suffered for its sake, 

And still lives in service to that Unity 

THIS I honor.  This I hold sacred.   

 

I don’t know how this sounds to you.  If you like it or don’t.  Perhaps you 

find it a little strident, particularly since it I’m using it as the introduction to 

the Torah reading which is the story of the creation of the world by God:  In 

the beginning God began to create the world and the world was formless and 

void.  Etc. 

 

This is saying what we should believe in is the big bang.  I’m not suggesting 

changing the Torah reading, actually.  But I am going to make suggestions in 

English today about how to pray assuming that the big bang idea is true and 
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the language of God creating the universe is metaphorical, important, has 

wisdom in it,  but is  not true.  

 

I have two sides of my brain: one in Hebrew where I can say things that I 

don’t believe are true. And English, when I want to say prayers I can believe 

in.  I don’t know how people in Israel deal with this problem, though. 

 

Now let’s turn to page five and to understand this a little better what I’m 

trying to do. 

  

Carl Sagan: 

How is it that hardly any major religion has looked at science and 

concluded, “This is better than we thought!  The Universe is much bigger 

than our prophets said, grander, more subtle, more elegant”?  Instead they 

say “no, no no!  My god is a little god, and I want him to stay that way”  A 

religion, old or new, that stressed the magnificence of the Universe as 

revealed by modern science might be able to draw forth reserves of 

reverence and awe hardly tapped by the conventional faiths. 

 

For years I’ve been taking great wisdom from Genesis AS METAPHOR—

Not as history and finding in the idea of how to live:  The portion tells us 

that human beings are created alone, or that God sees the world as good.  In 

other words, the God of Genesis is what Sagan calls: a little god, in charge 

of philosophical insights and ethics.  Not about the truth of the functioning 

of the world. 

 

But if we look into science we see how science talks to us about the building 

blocks of reality and can yield us deep spiritual insights.  Insights and 

reverence and awe as Sagan says.  Some of them will be the same insights 

that Genesis gives, or similar insights.  And some will not.  And one crucial 

implication of Genesis just is not present in the scientific viewpoint.  

 

By now you might have picked up that this is the next step in the 

conversation that Andrew Kolodziej started Friday night—a year long 

conversation about the intersection of science and religion.   

 

We’re doing that today regarding the language of prayer.  And we can find 

that using a specific form of prayer called: reflexive theology:  

 

Big concept: so here is an example. 
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There is a stream of  “reflexive theology” goes through this wonderful book. 

It is theology that says that prayer speaks—NOT TO A GOD OUT THERE, 

that created the world, but TO OURSELVES INSIDE…AND  TO THE 

WHOLE UNIVERSE WHICH IS GOD SINCE THE BIG BANG. So the 

prayers speak outside us as individuals, but connect us up to the entire 

world, not a God outside of nature. 

 

Art Green says that God is the universe, since the Big Bang and that human 

beings and our consciousness is part of the evolving consciousness of God, 

as are the whales and the dolphins and aliens on other planets.  Everything 

since the start of the universe until its end is God. There is only God. 

 

Art Green says  he is a monist. Each of us is part of God. 

 

On page 129 there is a great example of “reflexive theology” 

 

Prayer says:  Blessed are the works of your hands: Oh Holy One:  

Look at the punctuation: then there is a colon.  It means that what follows 

are the hands of the Holy One. 

 

So I’m going to read this to you and look at your hands and at the hands of 

the person next to you.  Think about the hands of people that you know. 

 

Let the prayer bring awe and gratitude into you, awareness of the world, 

without looking as God as outside or above or transcendent of nature. 

God in very naturalistic terms.    

 

Blessed are the works of your hands, o Holy One: 

Blessed are the hands that have touched life. 

Blessed are hands that have nurtured a child. 

Blessed are hands that have embraced with love and friendship. 

Blessed are hands that have planted new seeds. 

Blessed are hands that have harvested ripe fields. 

Blessed are hands that have cleaned, washed, mopped, and scrubbed. 

Blessed are hands that have held pain. 

Blessed are hands that have become knotty with age. 

Blessed are hands that are wrinkled and scarred from doing justice. 

Blessed are hands that hold the promise of the future 
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See what I’m doing.  

 

I’m saying that one way to think about God in prayer is as a mirror to 

ourselves: what we say about God is really something about ourselves: some 

power we need, some wish we have, some idea we hold dear and precious, 

some gratitude we feel. 

 

Let’s go one more step and see what the scientific truths are about this world 

we live in, scientific truths that have been discovered by us and are part of 

nature.  A nature not created by God, but a nature that just is. 

 

 

Sean Carroll is an astrophysicist from Cal Tech.  In The Big Picture: On the 

Origins of Life, Meaning, and the Universe Itself (available in the library) 

He developed 10 rules of the universe.   Rules that talk about the actual way 

the whole universe works on a micro-and macro level. 

 

We’ll look at four of those rules and the spiritual insights they give us.  Then 

I’ll apply them to prayer, to this reflexive theology I spoke about  

 

1. Life isn’t forever. 

 

This is true.  The sun is not forever. The universe started and will end.  And 

although I think it isn’t true for me, I will end. I will die. 

 

And sometimes, knowing that it is true and the nature of the universe is 

consoling to me.  My atoms will always be around.  “Because I could not 

stop for death he kindly stopped for me” It will be ok when I die.  The world 

will continue.  

 

Of course sometimes it isn’t ok: Sometimes it is not.  “Do not go gentle into 

that good night” We could talk more about moving back and forth between 

acceptance and non-acceptance— 

 

2.  Desire is built into life.   

 

All of life is movement, not stillness.  The things that cause us to want, to 

care about others and ourselves is part of the natural process that brings 

atoms together to form molecules, and  the process that powers the sun.  
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According to Carroll this movement is found in biological processes as 

desire, wants, needs. 

 

Desire in Hebrew by the way is Yetzer.   To shape or form at its deepest 

root: inclination.    We are reflective and self-aware, with the ability to shape 

what it is we care about 

 

What we want to do is take our desire and shape it into a form that makes 

sense to us.  And for Carroll what we should know about that is:    

 

3.   We can do better than happiness. 

 

The emphasis on happiness clouds for us the fact that life is a process, 

defined by activity and motion, and the search for happiness makes us look 

for one state of being.  There can be no such state since change is the 

essence of life 

 

My friend has brought his mother into a nursing home. And while his mom 

is grateful and knows she will be safe, she is not happy.  But that’s not the 

point, right.  She can learn to be happy sometimes—or not.  Perhaps wisdom 

for her is a  better goal than happiness. 

 

The last of out of ten is:  

 

4. Reality guides us so I ought to pay attention to what is true. 

 

Bring my wishes, my desire into connection with reality. 

 

And that reality is not exactly as ordered or as just or as created and intended 

as the first chapter of genesis might lead us to believe upon first reading.  

 

Reality has no purpose. It just is: what it means is up to us. 

 

So at its boldest, God is not the creator and not the Ruler of the Universe, 

Melech haolom, but is the universe. 

 

I had better find a better translation for Baruch ata Adonai that has a more 

scientific bent.  (At least in English:  I’m not going to deal with Hebrew.  

Beyond my ability.) 
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And while I am at it, perhaps I can write a bracha formula—a formula of 

praise that includes sadness…because that is part of reality too: tragedy. 

 

I want to start my prayer rewriting with the bracha formula “ata Adonai” 

because it is at the center of the structure of the service. Each service is 

structured around a series of brachot.    

 

There is a page in our prayerbook labeled:  The Shema and its brachot.  The 

Shema and its liturgical forms “Blessed are you, Lord our God, Ruler of the 

universe…” 

 

Secondly the bracha formula gives us a quick way of expressing our noticing 

of important things:  bread, wine.  Lighting the Shabbat candles.  It is a 

handy: let’s get ready to say something powerfully filled with awe, maybe 

sadness and maybe to help us do something, and maybe reverence.  So let’s 

have it be scientifically true also. 

 

I want to replace Blessed are you oh lord with  

We sing together in joy…for the bread we eat 

We sing in gratitude for the lights of creation (for example) 

 

There is another form of bracha. In traditional English: “Blessed are 

you…etc.  who makes us holy by his commandments and commands us to…”  

then we do something: 

 

So my new translation is: 

We sing in gratitude and join our voices with those who…light Shabbat 

candles. 

 

And how about:  We sing together and lament together with those who were 

killed immediately on 9/11 and with those deaths that came later and still 

come. 

 

Why did I pick “sing?” 

 

Science.  Science tells us that singing is good for you   It lights up all kinds 

of pathways in your neurons that don’t light up when you speak aloud and 

certainly don’t light up when you think of important ideas. 

 

I learned this from my friend Bill Dillon. 
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Bill has advanced Parkinson’s.  He is 80 and uses a walker and sometimes 

freezes as he tries to stand up.  But he faces his Parkinson’s and uses his 

desires and his wants as fully as he can. 

 

We sing every Tuesday.  When we sing he doesn’t freeze.  His lungs 

expand.  His voice is steady and louder than when he talks. He doesn’t 

stammer.   

 

We sing Josh Groban: “You raise me up.”  And Tim McGraw “To live like 

you were dying.”  We sing each song four or five times and then sing other 

songs for about an hour. 

 

He also does something called:  Rock steady boxing  

 

Now saying the word “sing” is not as neurologically powerful as actually 

singing. But for me it has more power than “Blessed are you.” 

 

So to review: 

 

We sing in gratitude for all of our being together. 

We sing in remembrance of those who have gone before. 

 

And I believe, if Beth and I have gotten our cues right, we are going to sing 

about hands. 

 

Like Bill’s body and hands which he uses as much as he can, every day, in 

gratitude for what is, in acceptance for the changes that have come, and in 

knowledge that all that powers him is love and desire. 

 

Beth leads us in singing: 

 

We are loved by an unending love. 

We are embraced by arms that find us 

even when we are hidden from ourselves. 

We are touched by fingers that soothe us 

even when we are too proud for soothing. 

We are counseled by voices that guide us 

even when we are too embittered to hear. 

We are loved by an unending love. 
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We are supported by hands that uplift us 

even in the midst of a fall. 

We are urged on by eyes that meet us 

even when we are too weak for meeting. 

We are loved by an unending love. 

Embraced, touched, soothed, and counseled, 

Ours are the arms, the fingers, the voices; 

Ours are the hands, the eyes, the smiles; 

We are loved by an unending love. 


