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In the beginning, for unknowable reasons, the ground of being, or the Divine chose to give itself 
over to the chance and risk and endless variety of becoming. And wholly so: entering into the 
adventure of space and >me, the deity held nothing back of itself: no uncommi?ed or 
unimpaired part removed to direct, correct, and ul>mately guarantee the devious working-out 
of its des>ny in crea>on…in order that the world might be, and be for itself, God renounced his 
being, dives>ng himself of his deity—to receive it back from the odyssey of >me weighted with 
the chance harvest of unforeseeable temporal experience: transfigured or even disfigured by it. 
In such self-forfeiture of divine integrity for the sake of unprejudiced becoming, no other 
foreknowledge can be admi?ed than that of possibili'es, which cosmic being offers in its own 
terms: to these, God commi?ed his cause in effacing himself for the world…. 
 And for aeons his cause is safe in the slow hands of cosmic chance and probability—
while all the >me we may surmise a pa>ent memory of the gyra>ons of ma?er to accumulate 
into an ever more expectant accompaniment of eternity to the labors of >me—a hesitant 
emergence of transcendence from the opaqueness of immanence.  
 And then the first s>rrings of life—a new language of the world: and with it a 
tremendous quickening of concern in the eternal realm and a sudden leap in its growth and 
toward recovery of the plenitude. It is the world-accident for which becoming deity had waited 
and with which its prodigal stake begins to show signs of being redeemed. From the infinite 
swell of feeling, sensing, striving, and ac>ng, which ever more varied and intense rises above 
the mute eddyings of ma?er, eternity gains strength, filling with content aJer content of self-
affirma>on, and the awakening God can first pronounce crea>on to be good. 
 But note that with life together came death, and that mortality is the price which the 
new possibility of being called “life” had to pay for itself. If permanence were the point, life 
should not have started in the first, for in no possible form can it match the durability of 
inorganic bodies…Whatever variety evolu>on brings forth adds to the possibili>es of feeling and 
ac>ng, and thus enriches the self-experiencing of the ground of being. Every new dimension of 
world-response opened up in its course means another modality for God’s trying out his hidden 
essence and discovering himself through the surprises of the world adventure…. 
  The advent of man (sic. Human) means the advent of knowledge and freedom, 
and with this supremely double-edged giJ the innocence of the mere subject of self-fulfilling 
life has given way to the charge of responsibility under the disjunc>on of good and evil. To the 
promise and risk of this agency the divine cause, revealed at last, henceforth finds itself 
commi?ed; and its issue trembles in the balance. The image of God, hal>ngly begun by the 
universe, for so long worked upon—and leJ undecided—in the wide and then narrowing spirals 
of prehuman life, passes [to] man’s precarious trust to be completed, saved or spoiled by what 
he will do to himself and the world. And in this awesome impact of his deeds on God’s des>ny, 
on the very complexion of eternal being, lies the immortality in man. 
  



Rabbi Ellen Bernstein, Excerpts from her Chatauqua lecture on “A Creator God and a 
Sense of Place: Jewish Ecotheology” 

“We have a sixth sense, and that is a sense of ‘place.’ It has to do with some elusive, 
unnameable experience of place, the quality of the air, the feeling of the rain, the smell, the soil, 
the vegeta>on, the colors, the light, the creatures, the people who live there and their stories — 
...locus geneii means the spirit of place. It refers to both the sen>ence of a place and the 
genera>vely of a place, the unique combina>on of elements and quali>es to give place a 
dis>nc>ve atmosphere. The way I experience is wrapped up in this sense of place, and this feels 
very Jewish to me. From the beginning of the Torah God appears as “Ruah Elohim” the wind of 
God, the breath of God, the atmosphere of God. And the rabbis…called God “Hamakom” which 
means “The place.”…God is everywhere and in everything, physical and spiritual, ma?er and 
energy. All this makes up the oneness of God…There is a term for the affinity that we feel for 
specific places whether they are the tops of mountains, or sacred sites, or urban centers. It is 
called topophilia. We naturally ground our experience and our religious experience in palpable 
reality, that is, in place…The very similarity of the Hebrew words between person and land, 
Adam and Adama, a?ests to the in>mate connec>on [betweens humans and place]…The word 
‘Eretz’ or land occurs a thousand >mes in the Bible. There is no greater blessing in the Bible 
than land, the place to where one belongs…Land is the source of connec>on to all life…Midbar, 
the Hebrew word for wilderness, is the place that speaks, Medaber. The two words share 
iden>cal root le?ers. The desert speaks. The desert has a voice, or it channels God’s voice…
Israelite iden>ty then was forged outdoors, in the mountains, when the people tracked from 
place to place…Every place [the Israelites traveled] is named. Every place is remembered. Every 
place is inhabited by God. Every place that we make our home is holy ground…We are largely 
oblivious to place. We dig up earth willy nilly to build pipelines, dam rivers for energy, fla?en 
landscapes for suburban development, blast mountain tops for coal, with li?le thought to the 
far reaching global consequences and the close-to-home local consequences…Offenses agains 
the earth are offenses against God. We need to embrace a more full-bodied Judaism and 
Chris>anity, a fuller integra>on of mind-body-spirit....Our goal should be to live life in radical 
amazement, to get up in the morning and look at the world in a way that takes nothing for 
granted. If we nurture a sense of the aliveness, the vitality of a place, the Godliness of place as 
our ancestors did, I submit we will act more thoughbully towards the places in which we live, 
and in turn, to all the places on the earth… 


