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SESSION TWO: PRELIMINARY NOTIONS  

1. The Torah Has Seventy Faces 

a. “One thing God has spoken; two things have I heard.” (Psalms 62:12) 

b. “One biblical verse may convey several teachings . . . In R. Ishmael’s School it was 

taught: [commenting on Jeremiah 23:29] ‘Behold, My word is like fire, declares the 

LORD, a hammer that shatters the rock.’ Just as [the rock] is split into many splinters, so 

also may one biblical verse convey many teachings.” (TB Sanhedrin 34a).  

c. “The earliest source for the term Shiv’im panim la-Torah is Numbers Rabbah 13:15-16, 

customarily dated to the twelfth century. … The term was used by the rationalist 

Abraham Ibn Ezra (d. 1167) in the introduction to his Torah commentary, and a century 

later by the mystic Nahmanides (d. 1270) in his commentary on Genesis 8:4. It also 

appears several times in the Zohar. That this concept was used both by rationalist and 

mystical Torah exegetes indicates how fundamental it is to understanding the meaning of 

Divine revelation. The figure 70 is used in rabbinic literature to indicate a large number, 

e.g., seventy nations or seventy languages, and here too it reflects the idea that there are 

many different ways to interpret a biblical verse.” (Allen S. Maller, “A Torah with 70 

Different Faces,” Jewish Bible Quarterly, Vol. 41, No. 1, 2013, p. 28 

http://jbq.jewishbible.org/assets/Uploads/411/jbq411shivimpanim.pdf, also 

https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1G1-312508439/a-torah-with-70-different-faces 

d. “Rabbi Levi said: The Holy One appeared to [Israel at Sinai] as though He were a statue 

with faces on every side. A thousand people might be looking at the statue, but it would 

appear to each to be looking directly at him. So, too, when the Holy One spoke, each and 

every person in Israel could say, ‘The Divine Word is addressing me.’ …The Divine 

Word spoke to each and every person according to his particular capacity.” Pesikta 

d’Rav Kahana 12:25 (Cited in Telushkin, Jewish Wisdom, p. 285) 

e. Orthodoxy (from Greek ὀρθός, orthos ("right", "true", "straight") and δόξα, doxa 

("opinion" or "belief", related to dokein, "to think"),[1] is adherence to accepted norms, 

more specifically to creeds, especially in religion.[2]  (Wikipedia)  

f. Conclusion: Jewish tradition has a very powerful and widespread assumption that there 

are many ways to understand Torah, and by extension, God and therefore Jewish beliefs 

about the nature of our world, humanity and our relationship with God. In essence: 

traditional Jewish sources reject a narrowly defined concept of “Orthodoxy”. In studying 

Jewish Theology, therefore, it is crucial to remember that – although there are parameters 

for accepted Jewish beliefs – there are nevertheless a wide range of accepted, and often 

contradictory, beliefs.  

http://jbq.jewishbible.org/assets/Uploads/411/jbq411shivimpanim.pdf
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1G1-312508439/a-torah-with-70-different-faces
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodoxy#cite_note-Dict-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orthodoxy#cite_note-2


2. The necessity of metaphors and parables – and the danger of using them  

a. If God does not have a “body” or a physical form, how can we even attempt to describe 

God in language? Language was developed to describe “things” that exist in the “real 

world” (the physical world). “Seeing is believing.” But if God has no physical form, God 

cannot be seen. (Which is one reason many people have a hard time believing.)  

b. One way for a modern person to understand God’s existence is to think of God as a Being 

that exists outside of the “space/time continuum”. But, if the “five senses” we have can 

only perceive “things” in a physical world, is there some other “sense” we can use to try 

and perceive a Being that does not exist in the physical world?  

c. And, even if we are able to perceive such a Being, how do we then describe our 

perception to others using language which is generally used to describe things. (Yes, we 

can also describe abstract ideas. But most of language is designed for things we can see, 

smell, touch, taste or hear.) 

d. The Blind Men and the Elephant (see article) 

Conclusion: If God is invisible, we are all like the Blind Men. We occasionally sense 

(somehow) God’s presence in our lives or in the Universe. And then we must describe 

that sensation to others. But in each case we have only sensed a small aspect of “God” – 

not the entire Being.  

e. Another parable: driving on a meandering road late at night in the fog with no GPS. 

Every now and then you see out the car window a sign with an arrow pointing: “This 

way”. Someone else had been down this road before and tries to give followers sign posts 

to help guide them in a useful direction.  

f. Another parable: The Fish and the Fire (we will see this one in Maimonides toward 

the end of this class) How would you describe fire to a fish since fire cannot (normally) 

exist in water where fish must live. 

g. Metaphors to describe the indescribable. Use language that normally describes things 

we can see, touch, taste, etc. [Neil Gillman excerpt from Sacred Fragments] 

h. The dangers of parables and metaphors.  

• We might forget that they are not to be taken literally. Metaphor about metaphors: 

They are like telescopes that are designed to help us see something more clearly 

than we would be able to do without them. BUT, like telescopes, you need to look 

through them to try and see what they are pointing at, NOT look at them and 

think you have understood what you are supposed to be seeing.  

• They are not as precise or as helpful as using language to describe things that 

everyone can perceive with the five human senses. Our ability to perceive 

“things” on our own, allows us to better understand the language that is used to 



describe them. (and vice versa: the language used to describe these things helps us 

understand the things themselves better) With God, the process is not nearly as 

precise or helpful. 

i. NOTE: FLY IN THE OINTMENT. Although nearly all (believing) Jews today accept 

Maimonides’ Principle of Faith that God is “Incorporeal” – that is, God has no body, 

shape or form – that does not appear to have been always the case.  

Reading the Bible on surface level, God does have a head, arms, “sits” on a throne, gets 

“angry” (and breathes fire out His nostrils, perhaps), walks in the Garden of Eden, etc. 

Moreover, Rabbinic literature uses similar language to describe God. And even into the 

Middle Ages, it seems that a significant segment of the Jewish world believed God 

had some physical form – even if it were not like anything else in the world. (See, 

e.g., Shapiro, The Limits of Orthodox Theology, pp. 45-70) If God has a body or form, 

perhaps metaphoric language is not so necessary.  

HOWEVER, nearly all believing Jews today do accept that God is incorporeal, and that 

necessitates not only the use of metaphoric language for the reasons described above, but 

also necessitates the metaphoric interpretation of all of those Biblical and Rabbinic 

passages that seem to indicate God has a “body”.  

As a Jew living in the 21st Century, I see no reason to believe that God has a physical 

form. Indeed, it presents all kinds of problems for me personally in trying to understand 

God. Since that also seems to be the accepted belief of the overwhelming majority of 

Orthodox, Conservative and Reform Jews today, I will take this belief as a given in this 

course.  

3. A related discussion concerning Biblical interpretation explains that there are two 

separate questions in understanding the Bible (and by extension, Rabbinic texts as well) 

a. What did it mean to the person(s) who wrote it? And what does it mean to us today?  

b. Or, to put it another way, what is the historical reality of the stories in the Bible (if any), 

and what do the stories teach us about Life, the Universe and Everything.  

c. Or: Exegesis/Eisegesis. In Rabbinic terminology: Peshat/Derash. 

d. Or: Historical/critical interpretation vs. Traditional/religious interpretation 

e. Question: Why are we allowed to ask the question “what does it mean to us today”? 

Are we allowed to reinterpret Biblical and Rabbinical texts and teachings to fit with our 

current understanding of the world? Are there limits to the ways in which we can do this 

reinterpretation? If so, what are the limits?  

4. I am not Orthodox (in the usual sense of the word). I am a Conservative Rabbi, raised in 

Reform Movement, but flirted briefly with Orthodoxy after college. That colors my 

perspective of this topic, and that is important to state up front. 



5. Thinking and Speaking About God 

a. Experiment: Have you ever felt the presence of God in your life? When? Can you 

remember the circumstances? What you felt? What made you think/believe God was 

there? Did you feel that God was communicating something specific to you? Or did you 

just feel “God’s presence”? What words can you use to describe this experience? Are 

there any analogies, metaphors, or symbolism that you can use to explain your 

experience? 

b. Adon Olam. Two very different conceptions of God. (compare Avinu Malkenu) 

i. Transcendence: God is beyond anything we can imagine, Powerful, Creator, beyond 

Time, beyond Space, Multi-dimensional. One. Unique. Powers include “The Omni’s” 

(omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent). But, is God omnipotent? – Then why do bad 

things happen to good people? (later topic) Philosopher’s God. 

ii. Imminence: God is right Here, right Now, right next to me, has a relationship with 

me. Personal God. 

iii. As is often the case, Judaism posits two opposing descriptions – at the same time! 

c. Is God a “force” (like Mordecai Kaplan’s “power that provides for salvation”) or a 

“Being”? What is the difference?  

i. “Being” metaphor: Self-awareness, ability to choose a course of action, make moral 

distinctions, ability to think, analyze, remember (but we usually think of a “being” as 

having a shape or form) 

ii. “Force” metaphor: no physical body or form, can be everywhere all at the same time, 

timeless, permeates Universe. (But we don’t think of a “force” as having cognitive 

capabilities) 

iii. Perhaps metaphor of “sentient force” fits God better? 

d. See excerpts from “Belief in a Personal God: The Position of Liberal 

Supernaturalism” by Louis Jacobs  



The Blind Men and the Elephant 
A number of disciples went to the Buddha and said, “Sir, there are living here in Savatthi many 

wandering hermits and scholars who indulge in constant dispute, some saying that the world is 

infinite and eternal and others that it is finite and not eternal, some saying that the soul dies with 

the body and others that it lives on forever, and so forth. What, Sir, would you say concerning 

them?”  

The Buddha answered, “Once upon a time there was a certain raja who called to his servant and 

said, ‘Come, good fellow, go and gather together in one place all the men of Savatthi who were 

born blind... and show them an elephant.’ ‘Very good, sire,’ replied the servant, and he did as he 

was told. He said to the blind men assembled there, ‘Here is an elephant,’ and to one man he 

presented the head of the elephant, to another its ears, to another a tusk, to another the trunk, the 

foot, back, tail, and tuft of the tail, saying to each one that that was the elephant.  

“When the blind men had felt the elephant, the raja went to each of them and said to each, ‘Well, 

blind man, have you seen the elephant? Tell me, what sort of thing is an elephant?’  

“Thereupon the men who were presented with the head answered, ‘Sire, an elephant is like a 

pot.’ And the men who had observed the ear replied, ‘An elephant is like a winnowing basket.’ 

Those who had been presented with a tusk said it was a ploughshare. Those who knew only the 

trunk said it was a plough; others said the body was a grainery; the foot, a pillar; the back, a 

mortar; the tail, a pestle, the tuft of the tail, a brush.  

“Then they began to quarrel, shouting, ‘Yes it is!’ ‘No, it is not!’ ‘An elephant is not that!’ ‘Yes, 

it's like that!’ and so on, till they came to blows over the matter.  

“Brethren, the raja was delighted with the scene.  

“Just so are these preachers and scholars holding various views blind and unseeing.... In their 

ignorance they are by nature quarrelsome, wrangling, and disputatious, each maintaining reality 

is thus and thus.”  

Then the Exalted One rendered this meaning by uttering this verse of uplift,  

O how they cling and wrangle, some who claim  

For preacher and monk the honored name!  

For, quarreling, each to his view they cling.  

Such folk see only one side of a thing.  

Jainism and Buddhism. Udana 68-69: Parable of the Blind Men and the Elephant  

Udana 68-69: We give a version of this well-known Indian tale from the Buddhist canon, but some assert it is of Jain 

origin. It does illustrate well the Jain doctrine of Anekanta, the many sidedness of things. Cf. Tattvarthaslokavartika 

116, p. 806. Mihir Yast 10.2: Cf. Analects 15.5, p. 1020.  

http://dsh.cs.washington.edu/rywang/princeton/berkeley/258/parable.html  

 

See also Wikipedia “Blind Men and an Elephant” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blind_men_and_an_elephant 

 

http://dsh.cs.washington.edu/rywang/princeton/berkeley/258/parable.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blind_men_and_an_elephant


Using language – a human construct – to describe God 
By Neil Gillman  

(from Sacred Fragments: Recovering Theology for the Modern Jew, published by JPS) 

More important, we [have] the problem of knowing, thinking, or saying anything about God. 

This is the ultimate paradox that pervades all of theological inquiry. Precisely because God is the 

supremely transcendent reality, neither the human mind nor human language is equipped to 

characterize Him in any objectively accurate way. We know how to describe those dimensions of 

the world that are accessible through sensation--colors, chemical reactions, the anatomy of the 

human body. But the more reality escapes direct sense experience--the internal make-up of the 

atom or of galaxies beyond ours, for example--the more we must mistrust the literalness of our 

thinking and speaking. If God is intrinsically other than anything human or natural, then how can 

we say anything that is literally true about Him, unless of course, we believe, as the traditionalist 

believes, that God Himself spoke at Sinai and instructed us regarding what to believe about Him. 

The dilemma is that we want to say a great deal about God. At the same time, we want to 

preserve that transcendent quality that makes Him inaccessible to ordinary language. The 

alternatives are to remain silent or to reduce God to merely human or natural terms, which is 

idolatry, the cardinal theological sin. 

Theological literal-mindedness is idolatrous, not because it claims to describe the transcendent 

God in human and natural terms--what other terms can we use?--but rather, because it insists that 

these descriptions are literally accurate and true. Exodus 20:4-5 forbids us from making and 

worshiping any "sculpted image, or any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth 

below, or in the waters under the earth," and the biblical community was justifiably punished for 

worshiping the golden calf. The problem is not sculpted images, however, but rather conceptual 

and linguistic images. We are haunted by Isaiah's warning (40:25), "To whom, then, can you 

liken Me, to whom can I be compared?", and later (55:8-9), "For My plans are not your plans, 

nor are My ways your ways…But as the heavens are high above the earth, so are My ways high 

above your ways and My plans above your plans." The assumption that God's nature can be 

conveyed in a literal way by our natural language is as idolatrous as building a golden calf. 

We must speak about God, and we must also recognize that all of our God-talk is built on a 

skeleton of metaphors, constructs, models, paradigms, or, more technically, "symbols."  

Dr. Neil Gillman is Aaron Rabinowitz and Simon H. Rifkind Professor of Jewish Philosophy at 

the Jewish Theological Seminary of America. Sacred Fragments won the 1991 National Jewish 

Book Award in Jewish Thought. 

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/thinking-and-speaking-about-god/  

http://www.jewishpub.org/index.htm
javascript:showILG('golden_calf.htm');
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/thinking-and-speaking-about-god/


Adon Olam 

The LORD of the Universe  

Who ruled before any form was created 

When everything was made according to His will,  

He was called “Sovereign.”  

When everything comes to an end,  

He alone will rule in awesomeness. 

He was. He is. He will be in glory. 

He is One. There is no other to compare to or join Him. 

Without beginning. Without end.  

To Him is the power and the dominion. 

But [and?] he is my God, my Redeemer lives.  

The Fortress in my travail in time of distress. 

He is my banner and my refuge,  

the portion of my cup in the time that I call. 

In His hand I entrust my spirit.  

When I lie down and when I awake.   

And with my soul and my body  

God is with me. I shall not fear. 

ר ָמַלְך,   ֲאדֹון עֹוָלם ֲאשֶׁ

ָרא.  ִציר ִנבְּ ם ָכל יְּ רֶׁ טֶׁ  בְּ

ל,  צֹו כֹּ פְּ חֶׁ ֵעת ַנֲעָשה בְּ  לְּ

ָרא.  מֹו ִנקְּ ְך שְּ לֶׁ  ֲאַזי מֶׁ

 

ל,  לֹות ַהכֹּ ַאֲחֵרי ִככְּ  וְּ

לֹוְך נֹוָרא.  ַבּדֹו ִימְּ  לְּ

וֶׁה,  הּוא הֹּ הּוא ָהָיה, וְּ  וְּ

ָאָרה.  ִתפְּ יֶׁה, בְּ הּוא ִיהְּ  וְּ

 

ֵאין ֵשִני,  ָחד וְּ הּוא אֶׁ  וְּ

ִביָרה.  ַהחְּ ִשיל לֹו לְּ ַהמְּ  לְּ

ִלית,  ִלי ַתכְּ ִלי ֵראִשית בְּ  בְּ

ָרה.  ַהִמשְּ ז וְּ לֹו ָהעֹּ  וְּ

 

ֲאִלי,  ַחי גֹּ הּוא ֵאִלי וְּ  וְּ

ֵעת ָצָרה.  ִלי בְּ בְּ צּור חֶׁ  וְּ

הּוא ִנִסי ּוָמנֹוס ִלי,   וְּ

ָנת כֹוסִ  ָרא. מְּ קְּ יֹום אֶׁ י בְּ  

 

ִקיד רּוִחי,  ָידֹו ַאפְּ  בְּ

ָאִעיָרה.  ֵעת ִאיַשן וְּ  בְּ

ִוָיִתי,  ִעם רּוִחי גְּ  וְּ

לֹּא ִאיָרא. ָי ִלי וְּ  יְּ
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Louis Jacobs, “Belief in a Personal God: The Position of Liberal Supernaturalism” in Elliot N. 

Dorff and Louis E.Newman, Contemporary Jewish Theology: A Reader (Oxford, 1999) pp. 98-

107 
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