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Some Terms of Reference: 
 

Transcendent or Immanent 
Particular or Universal 
Personal or Impersonal 
Involved or Uninvolved 

I believe God is….. Judaism says God 

is… 
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What does the Bible say (or not say) about God? 
 

God has a form/body 

• Genesis 3:8 - They heard the sound of Eternal God walking around in the garden at the 
breezy time of day. 

• Exodus 33:23 - Then I will take My hand away and you will see My back; but My face 
must not be seen. 

 God has no form (or, at least, YOU aren’t allowed to approximate God’s form) 

• Exodus 20:4 - You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or any likeness of 
what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the waters under the earth. 

 
There is only one God, who created everything 

• Deuteronomy 6:4 - Hear, O Israel! The Eternal is our God, the Eternal is one. 

• Zechariah 12:2 - The utterance of the Eternal, who stretched out the skies and made 
firm the earth, and created man’s breath within him. 

• Genesis 1:1 – In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 
There are multiple gods, but we only worship the one. 

• Deuteronomy 6:4 - Hear, O Israel! The Eternal is our God, the Eternal alone. 

• Exodus 15:11 (the Mi Chamocha) - Who is like You, Eternal, among the gods?  
 

God has a special covenant with Israel 

• Deuteronomy 7:6 - For you are a people consecrated to your God יהוה: of all the 
peoples on earth your God יהוה chose you to be God’s treasured people. 

God is concerned with all people 

• Amos 9:7 - To Me, O Israelites, you are just like the Ethiopians—declares the LORD. 
True, I brought Israel up from the land of Egypt, but also the Philistines from Caphtor 
and the Arameans from Kir. 

 
God demands justice 

• Isaiah 58:6-7 - This is the fast I desire: To unlock fetters of wickedness… to let the 
oppressed go free; to break off every yoke. It is to share your bread with the hungry, 
and to take the wretched poor into your home.  

God gets vengeful/jealous/angry 

• Exodus 32:11 - Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze forth against them and that I 
may destroy them, and make of you a great nation. 

• Exodus 20:5-6 - You shall not bow down to [other gods] or serve them. For I your God 
 am an impassioned God, visiting the guilt of the parents upon the children, upon יהוה
the third and upon the fourth generations of those who reject Me, but showing 
kindness to the thousandth generation of those who love Me and keep My 
commandments. 

 
Finding God, by Rifat Sonsino and Daniel B Syme (9-10) 
What did the biblical Jew think of God? We must begin by stating that the Bible does not contain a single 
and systematic notion of God. Ideas about God, sometimes very different from one another, are spread 
throughout Scripture. What the Israelites thought of God changed and developed in the course of time. 
Therefore, no particular source or author can be taken as “the” biblical view of God.  
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The Classical God: The God of the Siddur 
 

The Shema 

ֹהָוָ֥ה  ינּו יְׁ ַ֖ ֹהָוָ֥ה ֱאֹלה  ל יְׁ ֵ֑ ָרא  ע ִישְׁ ַ֖ מ  ד׃  ׀ שְׁ  ֶאָחָֽ
Hear, O Israel!  יהוה is our God,  יהוה alone. 

 

 
Yotzer Or: The Blessing for Creation 
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Ahavat Olam: The Blessing of God’s Love/Revelation  
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Ge’ulah (Mi Chamocha): The Blessing of Redemption  
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The “Classical” Jewish Conception of God 

(As Interpreted from the “Sh’ma & Its Blessings” Section of the Prayerbook)  

God is ONE 

(Sh’ma Yisrael) 

God as Creator 
• Yotzer Or blessing 

• God created the world & renews the 

cycles continually 

• God is evident in the created world 

God as Revealer (of Torah) 
• Ahavat Olam/Ahavah Rabbah  

• God loves the people Israel 

• God wrote the Torah 

• God as lawgiver/commander 

• Gid is evident in Torah, 

mitzvot, and morality 

God as Redeemer 
• Mi Chamocha 

• God redeemed us from Egypt 

• God did/does miracles 

• God will redeem the world again 

(Messiah) 

• God is evident in freedom and 

redemption (past AND potential)  
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An Alternative Ancient View: Platonic Forms 
 

 
 

• Socrates: There is such a thing as moral goodness. It is the same for all (i.e. not relative). 

• Pythagoreans: There is an eternal reality transcending the senses. 

The doctrine at which Plato arrived by combining these two elements, and from which he never 
departed, may be expressed shortly as follows: There exists a world of eternal realities,, 
"Forms" or "Ideas," entirely separate from the world our senses perceive, and knowable only by the pure 
intellect. These Forms…are realities existing "themselves by themselves", independently of the minds 
which know them or the things which "participate" in them, though they are contained in and caused by 
a supreme Reality, the Good, which is a Form and more than a Form. They are the only objects of true 
knowledge, the unchanging realities which our mind perceives when it arrives at a true universal 
definition. When we consider, for example, "justice as it is in itself" or "equality as it is in itself," passing 
from individual cases of just behaviour…to the universal reality which lies behind them, we are thinking 
about the Form of Justice and the Form of Equality.  

…Already in the “Republic” he shows how the mind may ascend through the hierarchy of Forms 
till it reaches the highest and most universal Form of all, the Form of the Good, which is the “sun of the 
intelligible world,” the cause of the other Forms and of our knowledge of them, the first principle and 
final explanation of reality…  It does seem fairly clear…that the Good is something very like what we 
mean by God.  

 (An Introduction to Ancient Philosophy, A.H. Armstrong, pp. 36-49) 
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Maimonides 

1135/8 - 1204 
 

• God is radically One – meaning that God is completely indivisible. 

• God is the cause of everything that exists (i.e. First Cause) but has nothing in 

common with the material world.  

• Our words cannot describe God. We can only say what God is NOT, not what God is. 

• God’s nature is a mystery. We can experience God through “that which is a result of God’s will.” 

• The Bible must be read allegorically. 

Guide of the Perplexed 1:51 – God’s Oneness and Simplicity 
(2)  …it is a self-evident truth that the attribute is not inherent in the object to which it is ascribed, but it 
is superadded to its essence, and is consequently an accident; if the attribute denoted the essence of the 
object, it would be either mere tautology, as if, e.g., one would say "man is man," or the explanation of a 
name, as, e.g., "man is a speaking animal"; for the words "speaking animal" include the true essence of 
man…. [An attribute is either an “accident” or essential to the definition of the thing]… And he who 
merely rejects the appellation "accidents" in reference to the attributes of God [but insists on describing 
God as having attributes], does not thereby alter their character: for everything superadded to the 
essence of an object joins it without forming part of its essential properties, and that constitutes an 
accident. Add to this the logical consequence of admitting many attributes, viz., the existence of many 
eternal beings. There cannot be any belief in the unity of God except by admitting that He is one simple 
substance, without any composition or plurality of elements: one from whatever side you view it, and by 
whatever test you examine it: not divisible into two parts in any way and by any cause, nor capable of any 
form of plurality either objectively or subjectively, as will be proved in this treatise. 
 

Maimonides: A Guide for Today’s Perplexed (Kenneth Seeskin), p. 26 - If we say “John is tall,” we 
are talking about two things: John and tallness. If we apply the same analysis to God, an 
immediate problem develops. Consider “God is wise.” By analogy with John, it seems we are 
talking about two things: God and wisdom. If God is one thing and wisdom another, predicating 
wisdom on God would be introducing plurality where we do not want to find it…. Any statement 
about God which implies complexity, either material or grammatical, contradicts Maimonides’ 
claim that…God is radically one. 

 
Guide 1:56 – Unity and Uniqueness 
Since the existence of a relation between God and man, or between Him and other beings has been 
denied, similarity must likewise be denied. You must know that two things of the same kind--i.e., whose 
essential properties are the same, and which are distinguished from each other by greatness and 
smallness, strength and weakness, etc--are necessarily similar, though different in this one way; e.g., a 
grain of mustard and the sphere of the fixed stars are similar as regards the three dimensions, although 
the one is exceedingly great, the other exceedingly small, the property of having [three] dimensions is the 
same in both… Thus those who believe in the presence of essential attributes in God, viz., Existence, Life, 
Power, Wisdom, and Will, should know that these attributes, when applied to God, have not the same 
meaning as when applied to us, and that the difference does not only consist in magnitude, or in the 
degree of perfection, stability, and durability. 
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How, then, do you read the Torah? 
 
Guide 1:53  
(1) THE circumstance which caused men to believe in the existence of divine attributes is similar to that 
which caused others to believe in the corporeality of God. The latter have not arrived at that belief by 
speculation, but by following the literal sense of certain passages in the Bible…. We apply to all such 
passages the principle, "The Torah speaketh in the language of man," and say that the object of all these 
terms is to describe God as the most perfect being, not as possessing those qualities which are only 
perfections in relation to created living beings. 
 

Exodus 33-34  (18) [Moses] said, “Oh, let me behold Your Presence!” (19) And God answered, “I 
will make all My goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim before you the name Adonai, and 
the grace that I grant and the compassion that I show. (20) But,” God said, “you cannot see My 
face (panai), for man may not see Me and live…. You will see My back (achorai); but My face must 
not be seen.”  

 
Guide of the Perplexed 1:37 
(1) THE Hebrew term panim (face) is homonymous: most of its various meanings have a figurative 
character. It denotes in the first place the face of a living being: comp. "And all faces are turned into 
paleness" (Jer. 30:6); "Wherefore are your faces so sad" (Gen. 40:7). In this sense the term occurs 
frequently.  
 
(3) Another meaning of the word is "the presence and existence of a person"; comp. "He died in the 
presence (pene) [i.e., in the lifetime] of all his brethren" (Gen. 25:18); "And in the presence (pene) of all 
the people I will be glorified" (Lev. 10:3); "He will surely curse thee in thy very presence" (paneka) (Job 
1:11). In the same sense the word is used in the following passage, "And the Lord spake unto Moses face 
to face," i.e., both being present, without any intervening medium between them…. 
Thus it will be clear to you that the perception of the Divine voice without the intervention of an angel is 
expressed by "face to face." In the same sense the word panim must be understood in "And my face 
(panai) shall not be seen" (Exod. 33:23); i.e., my true existence, as it is, cannot be comprehended.  
 
Guide of the Perplexed 1:38 
(1) THE Hebrew term ahor is a noun, signifying "back." Comp. "Behind (aḥare) the tabernacle" (Exod. 
26:12); "The spear came out behind him (aḥarav)" (2 Sam. 2:23). It is next used in reference to time, 
signifying "after"; "neither after him (aḥarav) arose there any like him" (2 Kings 23:25) "After (aḥar) these 
things" (Gen. 15:1). In this sense the word occurs frequently. 
 
(2) The term includes also the idea of following a thing and of conforming with the moral principles of 
some other being. Comp. "Ye shall walk after (aḥare) the Lord, your God" (Deut. 13:5); "They shall walk 
after (aḥare) the Lord" (Hos. 11:10), i.e., follow His will, walk in the way of His actions, and imitate His 
virtues: "He walked after (aḥare) the commandment" (ib. v.11). In this sense the word occurs in Exodus 
33:20, "And thou shalt see my back" (aḥorai); thou shalt perceive that which follows me, is similar to me, 
and is the result of my will, i.e., all things created by me, as will be explained in the course of this treatise. 
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Guide Part 1:58 – Via Negativa (Negative Theology) 
 
(1) Know that the negative attributes of God are the true attributes: they do not include any incorrect 
notions or any deficiency whatever in reference to God, while positive attributes imply polytheism, and 
are inadequate, as we have already shown….  
(2) After this introduction, I would observe that,--as has already been shown--God's existence is absolute, 
that it includes no composition, as will be proved, and that we comprehend only the fact that He exists, 
not His essence. Hence it is clear that He has no positive attribute whatever. The negative attributes, 
however, are those which are necessary to direct the mind to the truths which we must believe 
concerning God; for, on the one hand, they do not imply any plurality, and, on the other, they convey to 
man the highest possible knowledge of God; e.g., it has been established by proof that some being must 
exist besides those things which can be perceived by the senses, or apprehended by the mind; when we 
say of this being, that it exists, we mean that its non-existence is impossible. We then perceive that such 
a being is not, for instance, like the four elements, which are inanimate, and we therefore say that it is 
living, expressing thereby that it is not dead. We call such a being incorporeal, because we notice that it is 
unlike the heavens, which are living, but material. Seeing that it is also different from the intellect, which, 
though incorporeal and living, owes its existence to some cause, we say it is the first, expressing thereby 
that its existence is not due to any cause. We further notice, that the existence, that is the essence, of 
this being is not limited to its own existence: many existences emanate from it, and its influence is not 
like that of the fire in producing heat, or that of the sun in sending forth light, but consists in constantly 
giving them stability and order by well-established rule, as we shall show: we say, on that account, it has 
power, wisdom, and will, i.e., it is not feeble or ignorant, or hasty, and does not abandon its creatures…. 
We thus learn that there is no other being like unto God, and we say that He is One, i.e., there are not 
more Gods than one. 
 
(3) What, can be the result of our efforts, when we try to obtain a knowledge of a Being that is free from 
substance, that is most simple, whose existence is absolute, and not due to any cause, to whose perfect 
essence nothing can be superadded, and whose perfection consists, as we have shown, in the absence of 
all defects. All we understand is the fact that He exists, that He is a Being to whom none of His creatures 
is similar, who has nothing in common with them, who does not include plurality, who is never too feeble 
to produce other beings, and whose relation to the universe is that of a steersman to a boat; and even 
this is not a real relation, a real simile, but serves only to convey to us the idea that God rules the 
universe; that is, that He gives it duration, and preserves its necessary arrangement.  
 
Praised be God! In the contemplation of His essence, our comprehension and knowledge prove 
insufficient; in the examination of His works, how they necessarily result from His will, our knowledge 
proves to be ignorance, and in the endeavour to extol Him in words, all our efforts in speech are mere 
weakness and failure! 
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Baruch (Benedict) Spinoza 
1632-1677 

 

• God is the immanent cause of everything that exists.  

• God is synonymous with the world: God is the totality of all that exists. 

• Everything that exists is a “mode” in God (i.e. a part the whole that is God). 

• God cannot act outside the laws of nature. They represent the will of God. 

 
“Baruch or Bento Despinoza was born in Amsterdam on 11 Kislev 5393. Benedictus de Spinoza died forty-

four years later at the Hague on 21 February, 1677.” 
(Richard Mason, The God of Spinoza.) 

 

 
Ethics, Part I: Concerning God 

 
Definitions  
 
D1. By that which is self-caused I mean that whose essence involves existence; or that whose nature can 
be conceived only as existing.  
 
D3. By substance I mean that which is in itself and is conceived through itself; that is, that the conception 
of which does not require the conception of another thing from which it has to be formed.  
 
D4. By attribute I mean that which the intellect perceives of substance as constituting its essence.  
 (There are 2 attributes available to our senses: thought and extension) 
 
D5. By mode I mean the affections of substance, that is, that which is in something else and is conceived 
through something else.  
 
D6. By God I mean an absolutely infinite being, that is, substance consisting of infinite attributes, each of 
which expresses eternal and infinite essence.  

Explication I say “absolutely infinite,” not “infinite in its kind.” For if a thing is only infinite in its 
kind, one may deny that it has infinite attributes. But if a thing is absolutely infinite, whatever 
expresses essence and does not involve any negation belongs to its essence.  

 
Axioms  
 
A1. All things that are, are either in themselves or in something else.  
 
A2. That which cannot be conceived through another thing must be conceived through itself.  
 
A3. From a given determinate cause there necessarily follows an effect; on the other hand, if there be no 
determinate cause, it is impossible that an effect should follow.  
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PROPOSITION 1: Substance is by nature prior to its affections (=modes).  
Proof      This is evident from Defs. 3 and 5.  

 
PROPOSITION 2: Two substances having different attributes have nothing in common. 

Proof    This too is evident from Def. 3; for each substance must be in itself and be conceived 
through itself; that is, the conception of the one does not involve the conception of the other.  

 
PROPOSITION 3: When things have nothing in common, one cannot be the cause of the other.  

Proof    If things have nothing in common, then (Ax. 5) they cannot be understood through one 
another, and so (Ax. 4) one cannot be the cause of the other.  

 
PROPOSITION 5: In the universe there cannot be two or more substances of the same nature or attribute.  

Proof    If there were several such distinct substances, they would have to be distinguished from 
one another either by a difference of attributes or by a difference of affections (Pr. 4). If they are 
distinguished only by a difference of attributes, then it will be granted that there cannot be more 
than one substance of the same attribute. But if they are distinguished by a difference of 
affections, then, since substance is by nature prior to its affections (Pr. 1), disregarding therefore 
its affections and considering substance in itself, that is (Def. 3 and Ax. 6), considering it truly, it 
cannot be conceived as distinguishable from another substance. That is (Pr. 4), there cannot be 
several such substances but only one.  

 
PROPOSITION 7: Existence belongs to the nature of substance.  

Proof    Substance cannot be produced by anything else (Cor. Pr. 6) and is therefore self-caused; 
that is (Def. 1), its essence necessarily involves existence; that is, existence belongs to its nature.  

 
PROPOSITION 8: Every substance is necessarily infinite.  

Proof    There cannot be more than one substance having the same attribute (Pr. 5), and existence 
belongs to the nature of substance (Pr. 7). It must therefore exist either as finite or as infinite. But 
it cannot exist as finite, for (Def. 2) it would have to be limited by another substance of the same 
nature, and that substance also would have to exist (Pr. 7). And so there would exist two 
substances of the same attribute, which is absurd (Pr. 5). Therefore, it exists as infinite.  
Scholium 1    Since in fact to be finite is in part a negation and to be infinite is the unqualified 
affirmation of the existence of some nature, it follows from Proposition 7 alone that every 
substance must be infinite.  

 
PROPOSITION 11: God, or substance consisting of infinite attributes, each of which expresses eternal and 
infinite essence, necessarily exists.  

Proof    If you deny this, conceive, if you can, that God does not exist. Therefore (Ax. 7), his 
essence does not involve existence. But this is absurd (Pr. 7). Therefore, God necessarily exists.  
Second Proof    (There must be a cause/reason that it doesn’t exist. Such a reason would have to 
exist. Therefore a substance exists.)  
Third Proof    To not be able to exist is weakness; on the other hand, to be able to exist is power, 
as is self-evident. So if what now necessarily exists is nothing but finite entities, then finite entities 
are more potent than an absolutely infinite Entity—which is absurd. Therefore, either nothing 
exists, or an absolutely infinite Entity necessarily exists, too. But we do exist, either in ourselves or 
in something else which necessarily exists (Ax. 1 and Pr. 7). Therefore, an absolutely infinite 
Entity—that is (Def. 6), God—necessarily exists.   
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PROPOSITION 13: Absolutely infinite substance is indivisible.  
Proof    If it were divisible, the parts into which it would be divided will either retain the nature of 
absolutely infinite substance, or not. In the first case, there would therefore be several substances 
of the same nature, which is absurd (Pr. 5). In the second case, absolutely infinite substance can 
cease to be, which is also absurd (Pr. 11).  
Corollary    From this it follows that no substance, and consequently no corporeal substance, 
insofar as it is substance, is divisible.  

 
PROPOSITION 14: There can be, or be conceived, no other substance but God.  

Proof    Since God is an absolutely infinite being of whom no attribute expressing the essence of 
substance can be denied (Def. 6), and since he necessarily exists (Pr. 11), if there were any other 
substance but God, it would have to be explicated through some attribute of God, and so there 
would exist two substances with the same attribute, which is absurd (Pr. 5). So there can be no 
substance external to God, and consequently no such substance can be conceived. For if it could 
be conceived, it would have to be conceived necessarily as existing; but this is absurd (by the first 
part of this proof). Therefore, no substance can be or be conceived external to God.  
Corollary 1    Hence it follows quite clearly that God is one: that is (Def. 6), in the universe there is 
only one substance, and this is absolutely infinite, as I have already indicated in Scholium Pr. 10.  
Corollary 2    It follows that the thing extended and the thing thinking are either attributes of God 
or (Ax. 1) affections of the attributes of God. 

 
PROPOSITION 15: Whatever is, is in God, and nothing can be or be conceived without God. 

Proof    Apart from God no substance can be or be conceived (Pr. 14), that is (Def. 3), something 
which is in itself and is conceived through itself. Now modes (Def. 5) cannot be or be conceived 
without substance; therefore, they can be only in the divine nature and can be conceived only 
through the divine nature. But nothing exists except substance and modes (Ax. 1). Therefore, 
nothing can be or be conceived without God.  
 
Scholium    Some imagine God in the likeness of man, consisting of mind and body, and subject to 
passions. But it is clear from what has already been proved how far they stray from the true 
knowledge of God. These I dismiss, for all who have given any consideration to the divine nature 
deny that God is corporeal. They find convincing proof of this in the fact that by body we 
understand some quantity having length, breadth, and depth, bounded by a definite shape; and 
nothing more absurd than this can be attributed to God, a being absolutely infinite. At the same 
time, however, by other arguments which they try to prove their point, they show clearly that in 
their thinking corporeal or extended substance is set completely apart from the divine nature, and 
they assert that it is created by God. But they have no idea from what divine power it could have 
been created, which clearly shows that they don’t know what they are saying.  

 
 
PROPOSITION 16  
From the necessity of the divine nature there must follow infinite things in infinite ways [modes] (that is, 
everything that can come within the scope of infinite intellect). 

Proof    This proposition should be obvious to everyone who will but consider this point, that from 
the given definition of any one thing the intellect infers a number of properties which necessarily 
follow in fact from the definition (that is, from the very essence of the thing), and the more reality 
the definition of the thing expresses (that is, the more reality the essence of the thing defined 
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involves), the greater the number of its properties. Now since divine nature possesses absolutely 
infinite attributes (Def. 6), of which each one also expresses infinite essence in its own kind, then 
there must necessarily follow from the necessity of the divine nature an infinity of things in 
infinite ways (that is, everything that can come within the scope of the infinite intellect). 
Corollary 1    Hence it follows that God is the efficient cause of all things that can come within the 
scope of the infinite intellect.  
Corollary 2    Secondly, it follows that God is the cause through himself, not per accidens. 
Corollary 3    Thirdly, it follows that God is absolutely the first cause. 

 
PROPOSITION 17  
God acts solely from the laws of his own nature, constrained by none.  

Proof    We have just shown that an infinity of things follow, absolutely, solely from the necessity 
of divine nature, or—which is the same thing—solely from the laws of that same nature (Pr. 16); 
and we have proved (Pr. 15) that nothing can be or be conceived without God, but that everything 
is in God. Therefore, there can be nothing external to God by which he can be determined or 
constrained to act. Thus, God acts solely from the laws of his own nature and is constrained by 
none.  
Corollary 1    Hence it follows, firstly, that there is no cause, except the perfection of his nature, 
which either extrinsically or intrinsically moves God to act.  
Corollary 2    It follows, secondly, that God alone is a free cause. For God alone exists solely from 
the necessity of his own nature (Pr. 11 and Cor. 1 Pr. 14) and acts solely from the necessity of his 
own nature (Pr. 17). So he alone is a free cause (Def. 7).  
Scholium    Others take the view that God is a free cause because—so they think—he can bring it 
about that those things which we have said follow from his nature—that is, which are within his 
power—should not come about; that is, they should not be produced by him. But this is as much 
as to say that God can bring it about that it should not follow from the nature of a triangle that its 
three angles are equal to two right angles, or that from a given cause the effect should not follow, 
which is absurd.  

Furthermore, I shall show later on without the help of this proposition that neither 
intellect nor will pertain to the nature of God.  

 
PROPOSITION 18  
God is the immanent, not the transitive, cause of all things.  

Proof    All things that are, are in God, and must be conceived through God (Pr. 15), and so (Cor. 1 
Pr. 16) God is the cause of the things that are in him, which is the first point. Further, there can be 
no substance external to God (Pr. 14); that is (Def. 3), a thing which is in itself external to God—
which is the second point. Therefore, God is the immanent, not the transitive, cause of all things.  

 
 
Appendix 
With these [demonstrations] I have explained God’s nature and properties: that he exists necessarily; 
that he is unique; that he is and acts from the necessity alone of his nature; that (and how) he is the free 
cause of all things; that all things are in God and so depend on him that without him they can neither be 
nor be conceived; and finally, that all things have been predetermined by God, not from freedom of the 
will or absolute good pleasure, but from God’s absolute nature, or infinite power. 
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Hasidic PanENtheism 
 

• God is immanent – experienced within the world. 

• God is larger than the world – the “place of the world.” 

• Each of us is a part of God. Through the prayerful act of 

bitul (“self-negation”) you can return to your Source. 

 
 
 The Baal Shem Tov 
 
Baal Shem Tov, Va’etchanan 13:1 
We say, “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.” When we say that “the Lord is One,” we 
mean that nothing other than God exists in all the universe. It is thus written, “The whole earth is filled 
with His glory.” The main idea here is that a person should consider himself like absolutely nothing. He 
should realize that he has no essence other than his divine soul, and that this is a “portion of God from on 
high.” Therefore, nothing exists in the world except the absolute Unity which is God. 
 
 
Tales of the Hasidim  

• They asked Rabbi Pinhas of Koretz: "Why is God called 'makom,' that is, place? He certainly is the 
place of the world, but then he ought to be called that, and not just 'place.'” He replied: "Man 
should go into God, so that God may surround him and become his place." (124) 

• Rabbi Pinhas said: "Whoever says that the words of the Torah are one thing and the words of the 
world another, must be regarded as a man who denies God." (134) 

• They asked Rabbi Barukh of Mezbizh: "In the hymn, God is called 'Creator of remedies, awe-filled in 
praises, lord of wonders.' Why? Why should remedies stand next to wonders and even precede 
them?" He answered: "God does not want to be praised as the lord of supernatural miracles. And 
so here, through the mention of remedies, Nature is introduced and put first. But the truth is that 
everything is a miracle and wonder." 

 
 
Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav, Likutei Mohoran 52:3:1-2 
Being encompassed into one’s Source – that is to say, returning and being encompassed into the oneness 
of God – can only be accomplished through bitul (self-negation)… The only way to arrive at this is through 
hitbodedut (solitude), by being alone and entering into extended conversation with one’s Maker. 
Through this one can merit negating his appetites and bad qualities, until one negates his corporeality 
and is encompassed into his Source. 
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Hermann Cohen 

1842-1918 
 

• God is radically outside of the world (transcendent).  

• God is the ground of morality. (The “ought.”) 

• The existence of God demands our commitment to creating a messianic age. 

• God and messianism are universal: for everyone, not just the Jews.  

• The Jews have a “mission” to live among the nations and help bring about the messianic age. 

 

God as the Ground of Morality (and a Critique of Pantheism) 
 
From Reason and Hope (44-45): Religion considers itself to be, essentially, a teaching about God. And it 
also feels, and justifiably so, that there ought to be no positive Weltanschauung (“worldview”) without a 
concept of God…. Recently, however, the aversion against religion has become more pronounced among 
the educated, owing to their distrust of philosophy and lack of respect for it... This attitude, by now 
almost predominant in our circles, also constitutes the greatest threat and danger to our existence. For 
our existence is grounded in our religion, whose sole foundation is the idea of the One God. 

Before going on, I must remind you that for decades we have neglected this fundamental idea in 
our religious discussions. We prefer to talk exclusively of our moral teachings because they seem to 
provide legitimate proof that we are decent people. But decent morals do not, by any means, constitute 
sufficient grounds on which to base a religion. A religion's right to exist is derived from its concept of God. 
And this concept must be constantly reaffirmed and perfected. 

This is particularly true of Judaism which, as a matter of principle, makes no distinction between 
religion and ethics. For the God of Judaism is the God of morality. That means that His significance lies 
wholly in His disclosure as well as His guarantee of ethics. He is the Author and the Guarantor of the 
moral universe. This significance of God as the ground of the moral universe is the meaning of the 
fundamental principle of God's unity. 

But what, actually, is the supreme distinction of this divine unity? The tasks posed by the moral 
universe are, after all, so manifold that one can understand why polytheism felt moved to distribute 
them among different gods… The supreme distinction of God's unique Oneness does not consist in the 
difference between unity and plurality. Divine Oneness implies, instead, that difference between God's 
being and all being capable of being enumerated, which constitutes the true spirituality of our One God. 
Anything pertaining to the senses, and therefore also to anything human, is far removed from this God-
concept, which, to us, implies the eternal, unshakeable, irreplaceable, primeval ground of the moral 
universe. Without this God-concept, morality might seem to us to be no more than the expression of a 
natural human inclination, and as such it could easily be a sweet delusion. 
 
Reason and Hope 57-58: Our prophets were no philosophers; but the spirituality of God had to be their 
guiding principle if they wished to establish the concept of unity as genuinely distinct from that of 
plurality. And what the prophet calls “spirit” evolved from the kind of intellectual orientation that led the 
philosopher to speak of “idea.” That aspect of being which the prophet tries to distinguish from any 
physical form is, in the terminology of the philosopher, called transcendence. 
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Transcendence, then, denotes that mode of being which is not beyond all existence as such but 
beyond an existence verifiable by natural science. And where the philosopher refers to the idea of the 
good as "highest knowledge," namely ethics, the prophet speaks, in the same sense, of the One and Only 
God as the Holy One, namely the God of morality. The same tendency is expressed in our tradition's basic 
precept that we can know God's essence only through His thirteen attributes, which are moral attributes; 
and that, hence, we can conceive of Him only as we conceive of the idea of the good. 

This is the simple, profound, true meaning of God's transcendence. God is in truth "beyond me," 
for He is the Holy One, the archetype of all human morality. This archetype serves not merely as an 
exemplar; rather, it represents the ground of all law, and is as such the basis for both morality and 
natural science. Only when one denies moral law can one deny God. But once one accepts the existence 
of a natural law one cannot be a skeptic concerning moral law. 

But could it possibly be said that pantheism offers a substitute for God, that is, for God as the 
archetypal law of morality? Rather than offer a substitute for this God-concept, pantheism implies its 
nullification, for it makes the basic methodological mistake of obliterating all qualitative differences 
between nature and ethics. Kant was therefore right in his rejection and criticism of Spinoza, the 
scholastic. The superficial mind of the half-educated has always been impressed by Spinoza's high-flown 
statement that he would "define" human actions and passions as if he were treating of geometrical lines 
and planes. Kant, in contradistinction, says that as far as a circle is concerned, I should not ask what it 
ought to be but study its properties instead. As far as human volition is concerned, however, I may and 
indeed must ask: what should man will? 
 
 

The God of Morality and the Messianic Future 
 
Reason and Hope 46-49: What is new and unique about the One God as the God of morality is the fact 
that He takes care not merely of the individual person or the individual people, nor even merely of the 
people among whom He first revealed Himself, but that He calls all nations to Himself; that He unites 
them all in the bond of one mankind, under the name of the One God who is the Father of all men; and 
that He holds out to them the promise of a time when a sense of ethics will be highly developed among 
all men. Thus, and from the beginning, the One God implies a mankind united in the ideal of morality. 
 
Inasmuch as the One God is the God of all mankind, He cannot be the God of only one nation. No matter 
how limited one's notions of the Messiah—who represents an age, the so-called "days of the Messiah"—
one cannot possibly deny that the Messiah for Israel must also be the Messiah for all nations…. This 
explains the tragedy of our wandering among the nations of the earth. The One God has taken our 
country from us so that He might give us the concept of mankind. The One God cannot be the God of any 
one country or state. He can be the God only of a mankind that is united in morality. It is therefore 
incumbent upon us to gain recognition in the world for this One God. This is our world-historical task. 
Were it not or were it no longer for this mission of ours, the preservation of our community would have 
no specifically Jewish significance. Only this task of ours—the dissemination and deepening of the idea of 
the One God, and its elaboration throughout the millennia—only this mission on earth justifies and 
explains our continued existence as the creedal community of the One God…. The establishment of a 
state of our own is incompatible with the Messianic concept and with Israel’s mission. 
 
The Messianic God does not represent merely a future image of world history, however. He demands—
by virtue of the eternal ideas conjoined in Him—political action [in the present] and continuous, tireless 
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participation in various concrete national tasks. It is the duty of any Jew to help bring about the Messianic 
age by involving Himself in the national life of his country. 
 

What about Torah and Ritual Practice? 

 
Reason and Hope 98-101: The Decalogue constitutes the basis of all humane ethics insofar as this is 
grounded in the One, imageless, and incorporeal God. And this ethics has as far-reaching an effect on 
man's innermost being, on his wishes and desires, as on the social structure of his body politic. Therefore 
the Sabbath, with its liberation of slave and hireling from uninterrupted labor, occupies the very center of 
this quintessence of moral precepts. 

Moreover, the Bible refers to the revelation at Sinai by a term that would seem to reject, with 
naive determination, any semblance between this event and a mysterious disclosure or unveiling: the 
"Giving of the Torah" (Mattan Torah). That means that the Jewish genius for language emphasizes here 
not the object given, the gift, but exclusively the act of giving, that is, communication. And this 
communication signifies God's giving of Himself… And this prepares the way for the emergence of that 
great concept of Deuteronomy which completely internalizes the Torah's origin by placing it solely and 
exclusively in man himself. The alleged mystery of revelation is simply and definitively solved by that 
oratory in the fields of Moab which I do not hesitate to call the most grandiose work of art in the entire 
history of rhetoric: 

"For this commandment which I command thee this day, it is not too hard for thee, neither is it far 
off. It is not in heaven that thou shouldst say: 'Who shall go up for us to heaven, and bring it unto 
us?' . . . But the word is very nigh unto thee, in thy mouth, and in thy heart, that thou mayest do 
it" (Deuteronomy 30:11-14). 

This removes the last shadow of doubt one may have harbored with regard to the pure spirituality of 
revelation. The teaching is not in heaven but in man's mouth, in his faculty of speech and in his heart, and 
therefore also in his mind. It did not come to man from without; it originated within him. It is rooted in 
his spirit which God, the uniquely One, has put into man as the holy spirit, the spirit of holiness. And that 
is the spirit of morality.  

Now, does revelation still appear to be a mystery? Is it not rather a necessary corollary of the 
concept of the One God?  

The One and Only God alone can reveal the one and only morality. Morality therefore is 
indivisible. It must be one and the same for all nations and throughout all times. Representing an element 
of the eternal and the holy in the human heart, morality must forever remain distinct from and 
independent of all temporary changes in man's ethical orientation. 

The assertion that this holy moral law originated in man himself in no way contradicts the concept 
of divine revelation. In fact, to say that this law flowed from man's heart and mind is to say that it was 
revealed by God. For it was God who imbued man with spirit… Revelation is that which is eternal—and as 
such divine—in the spirit of mankind. 
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Martin Buber 
1878-1965 

 

• There is a difference between encountering someone/something as an “It” 

and a “You” (or “Thou”) 

• God is the “Eternal Thou” that is experienced in every “I-Thou” encounter. 

 

Relationship as Central to Life 
 
Between Man and Man 25-27 (Finding God 3-5) 
The basic movement of the life of dialogue is the turning towards the other. That, indeed, seems to 
happen every hour and quite trivially. If you look at someone and address him you turn to him, of course 
with the body, but also in the requisite measure with the soul, in that you direct your attention to him. 
But what of all this is an essential action, done with the essential being? In this way, that out of the 
incomprehensibility of what lies to hand this one person steps forth and becomes a presence…. 

When I was eleven years of age, spending the summer on my grandparents' estate, I used, as 
often as I could do it unobserved, to steal into the stable and gently stroke the neck of my darling, a 
broad dapple-grey horse. It was not a casual delight but a great, certainly friendly, but also deeply stirring 
happening. If I am to explain it now, beginning from the still very fresh memory of my hand, I must say 
that what I experienced in touch with the animal was the Other, the immense otherness of the Other, 
which, however, did not remain strange like the otherness of the ox and the ram, but rather let me draw 
near and touch it. When I stroked the mighty mane, sometimes marvellously smooth-combed, at other 
times just as astonishingly wild, and felt the life beneath my hand, it was as though the element of vitality 
itself bordered on my skin, something that was not I, was certainly not akin to me, palpably the other, not 
just another, really the Other itself; and yet it let me approach, confided itself to me, placed itself 
elementally in the relation of Thou and Thou with me. 
 

Two kinds of Relationship: I-It and I-You 
 
I and Thou 55-56: 

We are told that man experiences the world. What does this mean? 
Man goes over the surfaces of things and experiences them. He brings back from them some 

knowledge of their condition—an experience. He experiences what there is to things.  
But it is not experiences along that bring the world to man. 
For what they bring to him is only a world that consists of It and It and It, of He and He and She 

and She and It… 
Those who experience do not participate in the world. For the experience is “in them” and not 

between them and the world.  
The world does not participate in experience. It allows itself to be experienced, but it is not 

concerned, for it contributes nothing and nothing happens to it. 
 
The world as experience belongs to the basic word I-It. 
The basic word I-You establishes the world of relation. 
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I and Thou 59: When I confront a human being as my You and speak the basic word I-You to him, then he 
is no thing among things nor does he consist of things. He is no longer He or She, limited by other Hes 
and Shes, a dot in the world grid of space and time, nor a condition that can be experienced and 
described, a loose bundle of named qualities. Neighborless and seamless, he is You and fills the 
firmament. Not as if there were nothing but he; but everything else lives in his light. 
 

Where is God to be Found? 
 
The Holy Way 108-110 (Finding God 5-6) 
[The Jewish] disposition means that true human life is conceived to be a life lived in the presence of God. 
For Judaism, God is not a Kantian idea but an elementally present spiritual reality—neither something 
conceived by pure reason nor something postulated by practical reason, but emanating from the 
immediacy of existence as such, which religious man steadfastly confronts and nonreligious man evades. 
He is the sun of mankind. However, it is not the man who turns his back on the world of things, staring 
into the sun in self-oblivion, who will remain steadfast and live in the presence of God, but only the man 
who breathes, walks, and bathes his self and all things in the sun's light. He who turns his back on the 
world comprehends God solely as an idea, and not as a reality; he is aware of Him in some experiences in 
life (Erlebnis), but he is unaware of Him in life itself. 

But even he who turns toward the world and desires to see God in all things does not truly live in 
His presence. God may be seen seminally within all things, but He must be realized between them. Just as 
the sun's substance has its being among the stars yet beams its light into the earthly realm, so it is 
granted to human creatures to behold in their midst the radiance of the ineffable's glory. It glows dimly in 
all human beings, every one of them; but it does not shine in its full brightness within them only between 
them. In every human being there is present the beginning of universal being (Allsein); but it can unfold 
only in his relatedness to universal being, in the pure immediacy of his giving and taking, which surrounds 
him like a sphere of light, merging him with the oneness of the world. The Divine may come to life in 
individual man, may reveal itself from within individual man; but it attains its earthly fullness only where, 
having awakened to an awareness of their universal being, individual beings open themselves to one 
another, disclose themselves to one another, help one another; where immediacy is established between 
one human being and another; where the sublime stronghold of the individual is unbolted, and man 
breaks free to meet other man. Where this takes place, where the eternal rises in the Between, the 
seemingly empty space: that true place of realization is community, and true community is that 
relationship in which the Divine comes to its realization between man and man. 
 
I and Thou (123) 
Extended, the lines of relationships intersect in the eternal You. 

Every single You is a glimpse of that. Through every single You the basic word addresses the 
eternal You. The mediatorship of the You of all beings accounts for the fullness of our relationships to 
them-and for the lack of fulfillment. The innate You is actualized each time without ever being perfected. 
It attains perfection solely in the immediate relationship to the You that in accordance with its nature 
cannot become an It. 

Men have addressed their eternal You by many names. When they sang of what they had thus 
named, they still meant You: the first myths were hymns of praise. Then the names entered into the It-
language; men felt impelled more and more to think of and to talk about their eternal You as an It. But all 
names of God remain hallowed-because they have been used not only to speak of God but also to speak 
to him. 
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Mordecai Kaplan 
1881-1983 

 

• God is the power that makes salvation possible. 

• God is present both in nature AND history/morality. 

• Judaism is the “evolving religious civilization of the Jews.” Ritual matters 

as a path to God (and to salvation) but not because God commanded it. 

• A non-personal God cannot “choose” any nation. Therefore, the concept 

of chosenness is rejected. 

 

What is Salvation? 
 
Man's immediate unconscious responses to the physical stimuli of his environment, while indispensable 
to his life, do not spell for him the meaning of life; they are not the experiences that make him want to 
cling to life. It is of his purposive acts, his awareness of wants and his attempts to satisfy them that a man 
thinks, when he thinks of his life. The summoning of all our resources of memory and imagination in 
response to consciously felt needs gives us our sense of personality. As part of the process of satisfying 
our wants we conceive a future situation in which these wants shall have been satisfied; and we 
endeavor to affect our environment or our own behavior in ways that conform to that concept. Such 
concepts are what we mean by ideals. 

The fact of human mortality puts no temporal limit to the objectives of our idealization. Men are 
concerned that, even after their death, their world be a safe one for their children to grow up in. But the 
fact of human mortality does put an end to the opportunity of men to achieve the purpose that the ideal 
expresses; it is this which often overwhelms men with the sense of human impotence and the futility of 
living. This sense of frustration can be counteracted only by faith in a God of salvation, faith that inherent 
in the world as it is constituted is the Power that makes for the fulfillment of all valid ideals. 
 
In its social aspect, salvation means the ultimate achievement of a social order in which all men shall 
collaborate in the pursuit of common ends in a manner which shall afford to each the maximum 
opportunity for creative self-expression. There can be no personal salvation so long as injustice and strife 
exist in the social order; there can be no social salvation so long as the greed for gain and the lust for 
domination are permitted to inhibit the hunger for human fellowship and sympathy in the hearts of men. 
There is a sense in which it is still true that salvation is of the world to come, for its attainment is clearly 
not of today or of tomorrow. 

That it will ever be attained can never be demonstrated, but faith must assume it as the objective 
of human behavior, if we are not to succumb to the cynical acceptance of evil, which is the only other 
alternative. 
 (The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pp. 50-53) 
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The Striving for Salvation Gives Rise to the Notion of God 
 
It is the sense of man's dependence for the satisfaction of his wants [i.e. for living his ideals] on powers in 
the universe other than himself which gave rise to the God idea. It is the organization of these wants in 
terms of personal ideals that gave rise to the conception of a personal God. When the Bible tells us that 
"God created man in His image," it testifies to the modern historian that man created God in his image. 
But we must not minimize the significance of what is implied in that statement; it undoubtedly implies a 
sense of kinship between the human differentia and the divine. That this kinship was fully realized is 
evident from the following characterization of man: "Yet thou hast made him little lower than the angels 
(or more correctly gods) and hast crowned him with glory and honor."  
 (The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, pp. 86-87) 
 
To the modern man, religion can no longer be a matter of entering into relationship with the 
supernatural. The only kind of religion that can help him live and get the most out of life will be the one 
which will teach him to identify as divine or holy whatever in human nature or in the world about him 
enhances human life. Men must no longer look upon God as a reservoir of magic power to be tapped 
whenever they are aware of their physical limitations. It was natural for primitive man to do so. He 
sought contact with his god or gods primarily because he felt the need of supplementing his own limited 
powers with the external forces which he believed were controlled by the gods. He sought their aid for 
the fertility of his fields, the increase of his cattle, and the conquest of his foes. In time, however and in 
the case of the Jewish people early in their history men began to seek communion with God not so much 
as the source of power but rather as the source of goodness, and to invoke His aid to acquire control not 
over the external forces but over those of human nature in the individual and in the mass. With the 
development of scientific techniques for the utilization of natural forces, and with the revision of our 
world-outlook in a way that invalidates the distinction between natural and supernatural, it is only as the 
sum of everything in the world that renders life significant and worthwhile or holy that God can be 
worshiped by man. Godhood can have no meaning for us apart from human ideals of truth, goodness, 
and beauty, interwoven in a pattern of holiness. 

To believe in God is to reckon with life's creative forces, tendencies and potentialities as forming 
an organic unity, and as giving meaning to life by virtue of that unity. Life has meaning for us when it 
elicits from us the best of which we are capable, and fortifies us against the worst that may befall us. 
Such meaning reveals itself in our experiences of unity, of creativity, and of worth. 
 (The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, p. 25) 
 
To believe in God means to accept life on the assumption that it harbors conditions in the outer world 
and drives in the human spirit which together impel man to transcend himself. To believe in God means 
to take for granted that it is man's destiny to rise above the brute and to eliminate all forms of violence 
and exploitation from human society. In brief, God is the Power in the cosmos that gives human life the 
direction that enables the human being to reflect the image of God. 

That conception of God does not require our believing in miracles, which imply the suspension of 
natural law. Does that mean, then, that we can afford to ignore the tradition which affirms such 
miracles? Not at all. On the contrary, we need that tradition to realize that we have come upon our 
present idea of God after considerable groping and searching for the truth. That tradition records the 
gropings and searchings which went on in the consciousness of our ancestors. Would we want to forget 
our own childish notions? Are they not essential to our experiencing our personal identity? Likewise, our 
tradition is indispensable as a means to our experiencing our continuity with our ancestry and our Jewish 
People.   (Judaism Without Supernaturalism, pp. 110-112) 
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We do not need to pretend to any knowledge of the ultimate purpose of the universe as a whole, as the 
theology of the past sometimes claimed for itself. But it is an undeniable fact that there is something in 
the nature of life which expresses itself in human personality, which evokes ideals, which sends men on 
the quest of personal and social salva-tion. By identifying that aspect of reality with God, we are carrying 
out in modern times the implications of the conception that man is created in God's image. For such an 
identification implies that there is something divine in human personality, in that it is the instrument 
through which the creative life of the world effects the evolution of the human race. The corollary of the 
thought of man's likeness to God has always been the sense of the sacredness of human personality, of 
its inherent worth. 
  (The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, p. 89) 
 
 

Nature vs History 
 
It would be a mistake, however, to conclude that the Jews in their zeal for history relegated nature to a 
secondary position in the economy of the spiritual life. The Jewish calendar is deliberately so arranged as 
to make sure that Pesah will always fall in the spring or as near it as possible… The reason it is important 
to have Pesah in the spring season is that Pesah is intended not only to commemorate the historic event 
of Israel's Exodus from Egypt, but also to celebrate the reaping of the first harvest of the year. This shows 
that in the Jewish festivals both nature and history are given their due share of recognition. Both the 
creative powers in the physical world and the spiritual forces in the human world that make for personal 
and social redemption are treated as manifestations of the divine. 

Not only are both forms of energy thus accorded an equal degree of importance in the scheme of 
life, but they are by implication declared to be interdependent. We do not have a special festival to 
commemorate the Exodus and another one to celebrate the barley harvest, a special festival to remind us 
of the giving of the Torah and another one to signalize the wheat harvest, or one to recall Israel's 
journeyings in the Wilderness and an additional one for the purpose of thanking God for the vintage and 
the fruits which have been gathered in. 
  (The Meaning of God in Modern Jewish Religion, p. 198) 
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Richard Rubenstein 
1924-2021 

 
• In the post-Holocaust world, God is “dead,” meaning that God cannot possibly 

be what we thought God was before (Omnipotent + Omnibeneficent) 

• God is everything: the good AND the bad. 

• God is the “Holy Nothingness.” 

 
The Death of God 
 
I believe the greatest single challenge to modern Judaism arises out of the question of God and the death 
camps. How can Jews believe in an omnipotent, beneficent God after Auschwitz? Traditional Jewish 
theology…has interpreted every major catastrophe in Jewish history as God’s punishment of a sinful 
Israel. I fail to see how this position can be maintained without regarding Hitler and the SS as instruments 
of God’s will….To see any purpose in the death camps, the traditional believer is forced to regard the 
most demonic, anti-human explosion of all history as a meaningful expression of God’s purposes. The 
idea is simply too obscene for me to accept.  

(After Auschwitz, Indianapolis, Bobbs Merrill, 1966, 151-3.) 
 
No man can really say that God is dead. How can we know that…? When I say we live in the time of the 
death of God, I mean that the thread uniting God and man, heaven and earth, has been broken. We 
stand in a cold, silent, unfeeling cosmos, unaided by any purposeful power beyond our own resources. 
After Auschwitz, what else can a Jew say about God? 
  (After Auschwitz, Indianapolis, Bobbs Merrill, 1966, 151-3.) 
 
It must be stressed at the outset... that the death of God is not something that has happened to God. It is 
a cultural event experienced by men and women, many of whom remain faithful members of their 
religious communities. No longer able to believe in a transcendent God who is sovereign over human 
history and who rewards and punishes men and women according to their deserts, they nevertheless 
render homage to that God in the rituals and liturgy of the community of their inheritance... 
Faith in the transcendent God is also rendered problematic by the promise of redemption itself. What 
indeed does redemption mean? In the biblical religions, the God of History is depicted as promising that 
the sorrows of the current era will ultimately be overcome by the establishment of a "kingdom of 
heaven," perhaps here on earth. This belief entails a conviction that history has a meaning, a purpose, 
and a climactic goal. The belief has become so pervasive in the world of Judeo-Christian inheritance that 
hope for the coming of the "kingdom" is no longer necessarily dependent upon faith in the existence of 
God. Marxism, for example, has it own secular version of the coming of the kingdom. 

(After Auschwitz, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins, 1992, 294) 
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A New Conception: God as Holy Nothingness 
 
I believe there is a conception of God…which remains meaningful after the death of the God-who-acts-in-
history. It is a very old conception with deep roots in both Western and Oriental mysticism. According to 
this conception, God is spoken of as the Holy Nothingness. When God is thus designated, he is conceived 
as the ground and source of all existence. To speak of God as the Holy Nothingness is not to suggest that 
he is a void. On the contrary, he is an indivisible plenum so rich that all existence derives from his very 
essence. God as the Nothing is not absence of being but superfluity of being. 
Perhaps the best available metaphor for the conception of God as the Holy Nothingness is that God is the 
ocean and we are the waves.  In some sense each wave has its moment in which it is distinguishable as a 
somewhat separate entity. Nevertheless, no wave is entirely distinct from the ocean which is its 
substantial ground.  

(Richard Rubenstein, Approaches to Auschwitz, London, SCM, 1987, 315-6.) 
 
As a ground and source, God creates as does a mother, in and through her very substance. As a ground of 
being, God participates in all the joys and sorrows of the drama of creation….  

God is not death; He is…the source of both life and death…. It is impossible to affirm the loving 
and the creative aspects of God’s activity without also affirming that creation and destruction are part of 
an indivisible process.  Each wave in the ocean of God’s Nothingness has its moment, but it must 
inevitably give way to other waves. 
 (Richard Rubenstein, After Auschwitz, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins, 1992, 302-306.) 
 
 
 

What do Religion and Faith Look Like in This Conception? 
  
In the biblical religions, the God of History is depicted as promising that the sorrows of the current era 
will ultimately be overcome by the establishment of a “kingdom of heaven,” perhaps here on earth. This 
belief entails a conviction that history has a meaning, a purpose, and a climactic goal.    

(After Auschwitz, Baltimore, 294) 
 
Whoever believes God is the source or ground of being usually believes that human personality is 
coterminous with the life of the human body. Death may be entrance into eternal life; death may also 
end pain, craving, and suffering, but it involves the dissolution and disappearance of individual identity.     

(Approaches to Auschwitz 316.) 
 
It is...the ultimate hopelessness and gratuity of our human situation which calls forth our strongest need 
for religious community. If all we have is one another, then assuredly we need one another more than 
ever.     

(After Auschwitz, Indianapolis, 119.) 
 
  



 27 

Judith Plaskow 

b. 1947 
 

• Women’s voices have been absent from Jewish thought and must be 

recaptured/recorded. 

• Feminism demands challenging long-accepted (and deeply internalized) language 

and conceptions of God – both because they normalize male hegemony and 

because they are troubling in terms of power and violence. 

• Jewish God conceptions are evolving. We have not yet reached a new equilibrium 

in terms of language. 

Finding Women’s Voices 
 
If the Jewish understanding of God emerges from Torah and Israel, it is also the case that the concepts 
Torah, Israel (the Jewish people), and God are mutually reinforcing. Since a central part of the Jewish 
picture of God is that God is the giver of Torah and covenant partner of Israel, images of God ground the 
notions of Torah and Israel in a distinctly circular fashion. The image of God as male that arises out of a 
community in which women are Other in turn supports an androcentric understanding of Torah and 
Israel. Conversely, as new feminist metaphors for God begin to emerge out of a Jewish community 
already in the process of change, these metaphors support further change in a feminist direction…. As I 
see it, the goal of a Jewish feminist approach to God-language is to incorporate women's Godwrestling 
into the fullness of Torah by finding images that can communicate and evoke the experience of the 
presence of God in a diverse, egalitarian, and empowered.   (Standing Again at Sinai p. 122) 
 
A feminist critique of Jewish God-language begins with the unyielding maleness of the dominant Jewish 
picture of God. If the Jewish understanding of God is in many ways a complex and contradictory weave of 
biblical and philosophical categories, the maleness of God is a consistent theme in all elements in the 
fabric. God's maleness is so deeply and firmly established as part of the Jewish conception of God that it 
is almost difficult to document: It is simply part of the lenses through which God is seen. Maleness is not 
a distinct attribute, separable from God's anger or mercy or justice. Rather, it is expressed through the 
total picture of God in Jewish texts and liturgy. God in the Jewish tradition is spoken of in male pro-
nouns, and more importantly, in terms of male characteristics and images. In the Bible, God is a man of 
war (Ex. 15:3), a shepherd (Ps. 23:1), king (for example, 1 Sam. 12:12; Ps. 10:16), and father (for example, 
Jer. 3:19; 31:9). The rabbis called him "father of mercy," "father in heaven," "king of all kings," and simply 
"he." Every blessing evokes God as lord and king of the universe, and throughout the liturgy, he is father 
God and God of our fathers, lord of hosts, and king of the earth. 

The ways in which male God-language continues to legitimate male authority are difficult to 
demonstrate, for this language has become so familiar, it is simply taken for granted. 
Since we "know" that male language is generic, and we subject God-language to many layers of 
translation, it is difficult to imagine that the literal level of images has any effect. As Mary Daly argued 
years ago, however, the symbol of the father God- or the godfather as she calls him- is rendered plausible 
by patriarchy and, in turn, authorizes male-dominated social structures by making women's oppression 
appear right and fit-ting. "If God in 'his' heaven is a father ruling 'his' people, then it is in the nature of 
things and according to divine plan and the order of the universe that society be male dominated." 
  (Standing Again at Sinai p. 126) 
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Beyond Gender: Feminist Language as a Solution to God as “Dominating Other” 
 
It is not simply male metaphors for God that need to be broken, however, but also the larger picture of 
who God is. Were feminist objections to Jewish God-language confined to the issue of gender, the 
manipulation of pronouns and creation of female imagery would fairly easily resolve the difficulties 
described. In fact, though, experiments with changing liturgical language by adding female metaphors 
only call attention to larger problems in the underlying conception of the God who is is male. Thus, while 
feminist criticisms of traditional language begin with gender, they come to focus on the deeper issue of 
images of God's power as dominance. Such images are connected to God's maleness insofar as they 
mirror male social roles, but the use of gender neutral or even female language does not itself guarantee 
that images of dominance have been addressed. (129) 
 
This understanding of divine power as domination, crystalized and promulgated by the liturgy, is also 
amply attested by other sources, so that it can be specified and elaborated in broader terms. God's 
power as dominance means, first of all, that the relation between God and human beings is profoundly 
assymetrical. God's maleness connotes power, and God's power is an extension of his maleness, but God 
is not powerful in the same sense as ordinary men. His power is supreme, absolute, infinite, completely 
Other than human authority.  (130) 
 
 
Only deliberatively disruptive—that is, female—metaphors can break the imaginative hold of male 
metaphors that have been used for millennia…. To my mind, then, feminists cannot avoid the use of 
anthropomorphic imagery…It may be important, for example, to use for a time images like Queen of the 
Universe and Woman of War in order to jar worshippers, precipitate discussion and raise questions about 
the meaning and effects of the imagery we use…. While metaphors of queen and warrior are problematic 
and will not constitute the lasting contribution of  feminism to Jewish God language, they have an 
important bridge role to play…Other, perhaps more enduring, images will try to combine female 
metaphors with a changed conception of God or use nongendered language drawn from the human 
community…God as lover and friend….companion and cocreator… (Standing Again at Sinai 160) 
 
 
Feminists have taken on the task of recovering and forging a female-language for God—female not 
simply in its metaphors but in its mode of religious apprehension and expression… Early feminist efforts 
to make God a mother and give her a womb, to praise her as birthgiver and nourisher, performed 
important functions. They validated women's sexuality and power as part of the sacred. They pressed 
worshippers to confront the maleness of a supposedly sex-neutral liturgy. Yet at the same time, these 
efforts often left intact images of dominance and power that were still deeply troubling. If the hand that 
drowned the Egyptians in the Red Sea was a female hand, did that make it any more a hand feminists 
wanted to worship? 

If the traditional God is a deity outside and above humanity, exercising power over us, women’s 
coming to power in community has generated a counter-image of the power of God as empowerment.  

(God: Some Feminist Questions, p. 38-40, Qtd in Finding God 228-9) 
 
 
 



 29 

A Psalm, by Lynn Gottlieb 
 

PRAISE HER 
MOST AWESOME OF THE MIGHTY 

REVERE HER 
SHE IS A WOMAN OF THE PEOPLE 

*     *      *      * 
TEHOMOT • ELAT 

ACHOTI CALAH 
YAH TZVAOT • EL SHADDAI 

EM HAMRACHAMIM 
SHABBAT CHAI OLAMIM 

PRAISE HER WHEN YOU COME UPON HER NAME 
SINGING INSIDE YOU 

SHE IS THE BREATH OF ALL LIVING 
PRAISE HER. . . . 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Shechina Calling Us, by Lynn Gottlieb 
 

Shechinah 
calling us 
from exile 

inside us exiled 
calling us 

home 
home 
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Call to Worship, from Siddur B’chol L’vav’cha, Congregation Beth Simchat Torah 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Blessing Before the Meal by Marcia Falk (From The Book of Blessings) 
 

Let us bless the source of life  
that brings forth bread from the earth.   
 

 
 

Blessing After the Meal, by Marcia Falk (From The Book of Blessings) 
 

Nodeh l’eyn hakhayim Hazanah et hakol.        ֹכל ָזָנה ֶאת ה  ִיים ה  ח  ין ה  ע   נֹוֶדה לְׁ
 

Al ha’aretz hatovah v’har’khavah                      ל ָהָאֶרץ ָחָבהע  רְׁ ה  ּטֹוָבה וְׁ ה         
Nishmor’na, v’hi t’kay’meynu,                               ּנּו ימ  ק  ִהיא תְׁ ֹמר ָנא וְׁ  ִנשְׁ

 

Unvakeysh mazon l’hasbi’a bo                           ִביע  בֹו שְׁ ה  ש ָמזֹון לְׁ ק  ב   ּונְׁ
Kol yosh’vey teyveyl.                                                   ל ב  י ת  ב   ָכל יֹושְׁ

 
Let us acknowledge the source of life, 

source of all nourishment. 
May we protect the bountiful earth 
that it may continue to sustain us, 

and let us seek sustenance 
for all who dwell in the world. 
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Margaret Moers Wenig 
b. 1957 

 
 
 

God is a Woman, and She is Growing Older 
 
Who or what is God? Where shall we look for God's 
Presence? Our sages and philosophers are by no means 
unanimous in their response. But they do concur on one 
matter: God is ultimately unknowable. 
God is the Hidden One (El Mistater), the one who conceals His Face (Hester Panim), or the Infinite, 
Unmeasurable One (Ein Sof)—unknowable, unfathomable, indescribable. 

Yet these same sages also dare to try to capture our people's experience of God in images we do 
know and can comprehend. The Kabbalists go so far as to sketch God's form: the Primordial Man (Adam 
Kadmon). They associate each of God's attributes with a specific part of His body: head, arms, legs, torso, 
even male genitals. Midrashim give us images of God weeping at the sight of Egyptians drowning, laying 
tefilin each weekday morning, or studying Torah with Moshe Rabbenu. Our liturgy shows us God as an 
immovable Rock (Tzur Yisrael); as a shield (Magen Avraham); as the commander of a host of angels 
(Adonai Tzeva'ot). On the Days of Awe, the machzor focuses upon the images of God as Father and God 
as King (Avinu Malkenu). 

All these images are metaphors or allusions-never meant to be taken literally, merely meant to 
point us toward something we can imagine but never really see. 

Imagine now that God is a woman, and she is growing older. .. 
 
She moves more slowly now. She cannot stand erect. Her hair is thinning. Her face is lined. Her smile is no 
longer innocent. Her voice is scratchy. Her eyes tire. Sometimes she has to strain to hear. Yet she 
remembers everything. 

On Rosh Hashanah, the anniversary of the day on which she gave us birth, God sits down at her 
kitchen table, opens the Book of Memories, and begins turning pages; and God remembers. 

"There is the world when it was new and my children when they were young. ..." As she turns 
each page she smiles, seeing before her, like so many dolls in a department store window, all the 
beautiful colors of our skin, all the varied shapes and sizes of our bodies. She marvels at our 
accomplishments: the music we have written, the gardens we have planted, the skyscrapers we have 
built, the stories we have told, the ideas we have spun. 

"They now can fly faster than the winds I send," she says to herself, "and they sail across the 
waters which I gathered into seas. They even visit the moon which I set in the sky. But they rarely visit 
me." Pasted into the pages of her book are all the cards we have sent to her when we did not bother to 
visit. She notices our signatures? scrawled beneath the printed words someone else has composed. 
Then there are pages she would rather skip. 'Things she wishes she could forget. But they stare her in the 
face, and she cannot help but remember: her children spoiling the home she created for us, brothers 
putting each other in chains. She remembers seeing us racing down dangerous roads herself unable to 
stop us. She remembers the dreams she had for us dreams we never fulfilled. And she remembers the 
names, so many names, inscribed in the book, names of all the children she has lost through war and 
famine, earthquake and accident, disease and suicide...And God remembers the many times she sat by a 
bedside weeping that she could not halt the process she herself set into motion. 
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Tonight, Kol Nidrei night, God lights candles, one for each of her children, millions and millions of 
candles illuminating the night, making it bright as day. Tonight God will stay awake all night, turning the 
pages of her book. 

God is lonely tonight, longing for her children, her playful ones. 
Ephraim, her darling one. Her body aches for us. All that dwells on earth does perish. But God endures, so 
she suffers the sadness of losing all that she holds dear. 

God is home tonight, turning the pages of her book. "Come home," she wants to say to us, "Come 
home." But she won't call, for she is afraid we will say, "No." She can anticipate the conversation: "We 
are so busy," we'd apologize. "We'd love to see you, but we just can't come tonight. 'Too much to do. Too 
many responsibilities to juggle." 

Even if we don't realize it, God knows that our busyness is just an excuse. She knows that we 
avoid returning to her because we don't want to look into her age-worn face. She understands that it is 
hard for us to face a god who disappointed our childhood expectations: She did not give us everything we 
wanted. She did not make us triumphant in battle, successful in business, and invincible to pain. We avoid 
going home to protect ourselves from our disappointment and to protect her. We don't want her to see 
the disappointment in our eyes. Yet, God knows it is there, and she would have us come home anyway. 

What if we did? What if we did go home and visit God this Yom Kippur? What might it be like? 
God would usher us into her kitchen,' seat us at her table, pour two cups of tea. She has been 

alone so long that there is much she wants to say to us. But we barely allow her to get a word in 
edgewise, for we are afraid of what she might say, and we are equally afraid of silence. So we will fill an 
hour with chatter words, words, so many words until finally, she touches her finger to her lips and says, 
"Sha. Be still. Shhh."  

Then she pushes back her chair and says, "Let me have a good look at you." And she looks. And in 
a single glance, God sees us as both newly born and dying: coughing and crying, turning our head to root 
for her breast, fearful of the unknown realm which lies ahead. 

In a single glance she sees our birth and our death and all the years in between. She sees us as we 
were when we were young: when we idolized her and trustingly following her anywhere, when our 
scrapes and bruises healed quickly, when we were filled with wonder at all things new (a new dress, a 
driver's license, the new feelings in our body when we first allowed a friend to touch it). She sees us when 
we were young, when we thought there was nothing we could not do. 

She sees our middle years, too, when our energy was unlimited, when we kept house, cooked and 
cleaned, cared for children, worked, and volunteered; when everyone needed us, and we had no time for 
sleep. 

And God sees us in our later years, when we no longer felt so needed; when chaos disrupted the 
bodily rhythms we had learned to rely upon. She sees us sleeping alone in a room which once slept 
two. 

God see things about us we have forgotten and things we do not yet know. For nothing is hidden 
from God's sight. 

When she is finished looking at us, God might say, "So tell me, how are vou?" Now we are afraid 
to open our mouths and tell her everything she already knows:? whom we love; where we hurt; what we 
have broken or lost; what we wanted to be when we grew up. We are afraid to speak now, lest we begin 
to cry.. 

So we change the subject. "Remember the time when . ..," we begin. "Yes, I remember," she says. 
Suddenly we are both talking at the same time, never completing a sentence; saying all the things the 
greeting cards never said: 
 
"I'm sorry that I. 
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"That's all right, I forgive you." 
"I didn't mean to . 

"I know that, I do." 
"I was so angry that you hit me." 

"I'm sorry that I ever hurt you." 
 
"But you wouldn't listen to me." 

"You're right, I wouldn't listen. I should have. I know that now, but at the time I had to do it my 
way." 
"I know," she nods. "I know." 
 

We look away from her now, our eyes wander around the kitchen. "I never felt I could live up to 
your expectations," we say. "I always believed you could do anything," she answers. 

"What about your future?" she asks us. We stammer out an answer for we do not want to face 
our future. God hears our reluctance and understands. 

After many hours of sitting and drinking tea, when at last there are no more words to say or to 
hear, God begins to hum: 

 
And we are transported back to a time when our fever wouldn't break and we couldn't sleep, exhausted 
from crying but unable to stop. She picked us up and held us against her bosom and supported our head 
in the palm of her hand and walked with us. We could hear her heart beating and hear the hum from her 
throat: 

 
Ah yes, that's where we learned to wipe the tears. It was from her we learned how to comfort a crying 
child, how to hold someone in pain. 
Then God reaches out and touches our arm, bringing us back from our nostalgia, bringing us back to the 
present and to the future. "You will always be my child," she says, "but you are no longer a child. 
Grow old along with me. The best is yet to be, the last of life for which the first was made." 

We are growing older as God is growing older. How much like God we have become. 
For us, as well as for God, growing older means facing death. Of course, God will never die, but she has 
buried more dear ones than we shall ever love. 

In God we see, "tis a holy thing to love what death can touch." Like her we may be holy, loving 
what death can touch, including ourselves, our own aging selves. 

God holds our face in her two hands and whispers, "Do not be afraid. I will be faithful to the 
promise I made to you when you were young.  I will be with you. Even to your old age I will be with you. 
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When you are gray-headed, still I will hold you. I gave birth to you. I carried you. I will hold you still. Grow 
old along with me. ..." 

Our fear of the future might be tempered now by curiosity: The universe is infinite. Unlimited 
possibilities are arrayed before us. 
Though the sun rises and sets just as the day before, no two days are the same. We can greet each day 
with eagerness, awakening to wonder. What shall I learn today? What can I create today? What will I 
notice that I have never seen before? 

It has been a good visit. Now we are tired and need to go to sleep. 
Before we leave, it is our turn to take a good look at her. The face which time has marked looks not frail 
to us now, but wise. For we understand that God knows those things only the passage of time can teach: 
that one can survive the loss of a love; that one can feel secure in the midst of an ever-changing world; 
that there can be dignity in being alive, even when every bone aches. 

God's movements seem not slow to us now—but strong and intent, unlike our own. We are too 
busy to see beneath the surface. We speak too rapidly to truly listen. We move too rapidly to feel what 
we touch. We form opinions too quickly to judge honestly. 

God moves slowly and with intention. She sees everything there is to see, understands everything 
she hears, and touches all that lives. 

Now we understand why we were created to grow older. Each added day of life, each new year 
makes us more like God, who is ever growing older. 'That must be the reason we are instructed to rise 
before the aged and see the grandeur in the faces of the old. We rise in their presence as we would rise 
in the presence of God, for in the faces of the old we see God's face. 

Looking at her, we are overwhelmed by awe (though embarrassed to say so). This aging woman 
looks to us now . .. like a queen: her chair a throne, her house dress an ermine robe, and her thinning 
hair, shining like jewels on a crown. 

Yom Kippur we sit in the house of prayer, far from home, holding in our hands pages of greeting 
cards bound together like a book, thousands of words we ourselves have not written. Will we merely 
place our signatures at the bottom and drop the cards in the mailbox? 

God would prefer that we come home. She is sitting and waiting for us as she has waited every 
Yom Kippur, waiting ever-patiently until we are ready. She will leave the door open and the candles 
burning, waiting patiently for us to come home. 

Perhaps this Yom Kippur we will be able to look into God's aging face and say, "Avinu Malkenu, 
our Mother our Queen, we have come home." 
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