
UnOrthodox Jewish Beliefs  
Rabbi Steven Morgen, Congregation Beth Yeshurun 

SESSION FOUR: REVELATION – HOW DOES GOD COMMUNICATE 

WITH US? 

1. How does God, who exists outside of Space and Time, connect with finite creatures 

existing within Space and Time (i.e. Human Beings)? 

a. Bible seems to indicate God just “talks” to humans, in words and sentences. But God has 

no mouth or vocal chords, so is it telepathy? Is it still in specific words and sentences? 

What would we think today if someone said they “heard” God’s “voice” talking to them? 

b. Have humans changed in the past 3,000 years? Has God changed? If neither have 

changed much, how do we account for the Biblical claim that God “spoke” to humans? 

Did God “talk” back then, but not now? Why or why not? 

c. Perhaps analogy of parent raising children applies. 

d. Perhaps our ancestors were mistaken. They did not, in fact, hear God “Speak” to them. 

e. Or, perhaps God did and still does communicate with humans, but what our ancestors 

described as “speaking” was a metaphor we would no longer use. Perhaps God does not 

communicate in specific words and sentences – and never did. 

f. Consider example from Prophet Amos.  

2. Radio transmitter analogy. God is/has radio transmitter, and has given us radio receiver 

(“portal”). We need to develop antenna (religious sensitivity?), tune in to correct station, turn 

up volume, in order to hear God’s “message”. But in any case, it takes two to “revelate” 

(God the transmitter, and human the fallible receiver) 

3. Consider handout with Reform, Conservative I, II, III, and IV, and Orthodox views. 

What (if anything) does God reveal? 

a. Specific message in discreet words and sentences? (But nevertheless heard by fallible 

creatures) 

b. General concepts, pictures, images, ideas – interpreted by human beings, and 

transmitted to others by means of words and sentences 

c. God’s presence alone – and human beings determine a message based on the simple 

encounter with God, or some aspect of God, the All-Present, Creator and Redeemer of 

the Universe? 

d. FURTHER READING:  

• Micah Goodman, Maimonides and the Book that Changed Judaism (JPS, 2015), 

Chapter 2 “Prophecy”, pp.17-39  

• Elliot Dorff, Conservative Judaism: Our Ancestors to Our Descendants, (USCJ, 

1996) out of print, but large sections are available on the internet at 

https://www.adath-shalom.ca/dorff.htm. Especially helpful for this class are the 

sections  Theology - The Question of Authority: Orthodox, Reform, and 

Conservative Theories of Revelation (which was excerpted in the handout today – 

https://www.adath-shalom.ca/dorff.htm
https://www.adath-shalom.ca/dorff110.htm
https://www.adath-shalom.ca/dorff110.htm
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the full text available here is worth reading if this subject is of personal interest) and 

The Beliefs of the Conservative Movement 

• Also: Elliot Dorff, Knowing God: Jewish Journeys to the Unknowable, (Aronson, 

1996) 

• And: Simchah Roth z”l, Bet Midrash Virtuali section on  Hashkafah 

(Belief/Perspective) - A Masorti (Conservative) Ideology (see lower left side of web 

page) which discusses God, Revelation, Halakhah and Theodicy. 

http://www.bmv.org.il/html/hashkafah.asp 

4. How does this understanding of the process of revelation (and Who Wrote the Bible?) 

explain “miracles” in the Bible? 

a. Plagues in Egypt, Parting of Red Sea, Water from Rock, Sun standing still for Joshua 

b. Bad science of First Creation Story; Fable story of Second Creation 

5. How does this understanding of the process of revelation explain changes in Jewish 

law? 

a. ►Stubborn and Rebellious Son, ►Sotah Water, ►Eye for an Eye 

b. See Rabbinical stories about continuing Revelation 

6. How does the process of revelation explain the value and meaning of Torah for you? 

7. We have had literally hundreds of experts engaged in this project over millennia. Better than 

one person alone – no matter how good he was! We are all limited by the culture we live in, 

our personal history/education, and our individual capacity to imagine. By engaging more 

people over centuries, and by continuing to revise and refine our interpretations and 

understandings, we get ever closer to God’s intended message.  

 

 

Amos 7:7-9 

This is what He showed me: He was standing on a wall checked with a plumb line 

and He was holding a plumb line. And the LORD asked me, “What do you see, 

Amos?” “A plumb line,” I replied. And my LORD declared, “I am going to apply a 

plumb line to My people Israel; I will pardon them no more. The shrines of Isaac 

shall be laid waste, and the sanctuaries of Israel reduced to ruins; and I will turn 

upon the House of Jeroboam with the sword.” 

Radio Transmitter/Receiver Analogy 

 

https://www.adath-shalom.ca/dorff187.htm
http://www.bmv.org.il/html/hashkafah.asp
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Rabbinic Sources Discussing Continuing Revelation 

Jerusalem Talmud [Sanhedrin 22a]: “The LORD spoke to Moses” (not written down) 

Had the Torah been given with no room for development the situation would have been 

impossible. What does “And the Lord said to Moses” mean? - Moses said to God, as it were, 

‘Dear Lord, please tell me what the exact halakhah is’. God replied, ‘Follow the majority 

opinion. If the majority [of the rabbis] favors permission, then permit; if the majority favor 

prohibition, then prohibit. In this way it will be possible to interpret the Torah in up to forty-nine 

ways for permission and up to forty-nine ways for prohibition!’ [In other words, if God had 

wanted the law to be fixed, God would have written the law down in fixed words. But the Torah 

says God spoke to Moses – allowing Moses room to interpret – and subsequent generations as 

well!!] 

 

Seder Eliahu Zutta Chapter 2: (taking wheat and making bread) 

To what may this be compared? Imagine a human king who had two servants whom he loved 

very dearly. To each of them he gave a measure of wheat and a stalk of flax. The clever one took 

the flax and wove it into cloth, took the wheat, turned it into flour, sifted, ground and kneaded it, 

baked it into bread and laid it on the table on the cloth, awaiting the king's arrival. The foolish 

one did nothing. Later the king returned to his palace. "My sons," he said, "bring me what I gave 

you". One of them brought out his bread on the table with the cloth; the other produced the 

measure of wheat in its box with the stalk of flax on top. Oh, the shame of it! Which one did the 

king love more? - You must agree that it was the one who brought out his bread on the table with 

the cloth underneath it... In the same way, when God gave Torah to Israel it was only as wheat is 

for making bread and flax for making cloth. [Compare this with the blessing for bread - !] 

 

Babylonian Talmud [Menaĥot 29b]: Moses in Rabbi Akiba’s Schoolhouse 

When Moses ascended on high he found God busy affixing coronets to the letters of the Torah. 

“Lord of the Universe,” said Moses, “why is this necessary?” God replied, “After many 

generations there will come a man, one Akiva ben-Yosef by name, who will expound upon each 

tittle heaps and heaps of laws.” “Lord of the Universe,” said Moses, “please let me see him”. 

God replied, “Turn around!” Moses went and took his place at the end of the eighth row. Not 

being able to follow the discussion he was uncomfortable. Soon they came to a particular point 

and the student asked the Master [Akiba] how he knew this to be the law; he replied, “It is the 

law as given to Moses at Sinai”. Now Moses felt better. When he returned to God he said, “Lord 

of the Universe, You have such a man available and yet You give the Torah through me!?”  

(Translations on this page by Rabbi Simchah Roth at http://www.bmv.org.il/shiurim/hashkafah/mt03.html) 

Pesikta de-Rab Kahaha, Piska 12:25 – Each person receives message according to his/her 

capacity 

“R. Levi said: The Holy One appeared to them as though He were a statue with faces on every 

side, so that though a thousand men might be looking at the statue, they would be led to believe 

that it was looking at each one of them. So, too, when the Holy One spoke, each and every 

person in Israel could say, “The Divine Word is addressing me.” Note that Scripture does not 

say, “I am the Lord your God,” but I am the Lord THY God, [thy very own God]. Moreover, said 

R. Jose bar R. Hanina, the Divine Word spoke to each and every person according to his 

particular capacity. And do not wonder at this. For when manna came down for Israel, each and 

http://www.bmv.org.il/shiurim/hashkafah/mt03.html
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every person tasted it in keeping with his own capacity—infants in keeping with their capacity, 

young men in keeping with their capacity, and old men in keeping with their capacity. … 

Pesikta de-Rab Kahaha, translated by William G. (Gershon Zev) Braude and Israel J. Kapstein, 

JPS, Piska 12:25, pp. 333-334 

Talmud Rosh Hashanah 25b: Go to the Judges of Your Day 

Scripture says … “And you shall come to the priests the Levites and to the judge that shall be in 

those days.” [Deut. 17:9] Can we then imagine that a man should go to a judge who is not in his 

days? This shows that you must be content to go to the judge who is in your days. It also says; 

“Say not, ‘How was it that the former days were better than these?’” [Eccl. 7:10] 

(1)These are here put on a par with Moses and Aaron. 
(2)This shows that Samuel is on a par with Moses and Aaron. 

Baba Metzia 59a-b [Soncino translation, modified] – The Oven of Aknai  

We learned elsewhere: “If he cut it into separate tiles, placing sand between each tile: R. Eliezer 

declared it clean, and the Sages declared it unclean”; [59b] and this was the oven of ‘Aknai. Why 

[the oven of] ‘Aknai? — Said Rab Judah in Samuel's name: [It means] that they encompassed it 

with arguments as a snake, and proved it unclean.  

It has been taught: On that day R. Eliezer brought forward all the arguments in the world, but 

they did not accept them. Said he to them: ‘If the halachah agrees with me, let this carob-tree 

prove it!’ Thereupon the carob-tree was torn a hundred cubits out of its place — others affirm, 

four hundred cubits. ‘No proof can be brought from a carob-tree,’ they retorted. Again he said to 

them: ‘If the halachah agrees with me, let the stream of water prove it!’ Whereupon the stream of 

water flowed backwards — ‘No proof can be brought from a stream of water,’ they rejoined. 

Again he urged: ‘If the halachah agrees with me, let the walls of the schoolhouse prove it,’ 

whereupon the walls inclined to fall. But R. Joshua rebuked them, saying: ‘When scholars are 

engaged in a halachic dispute, why do you interfere?’ Hence they did not fall, in honor of R. 

Joshua, nor did they return upright, in honor of R. Eliezer; and they are still standing thus 

inclined. Again he said to them: ‘If the halachah agrees with me, let it be proved from Heaven!’ 

Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out: ‘Why do you dispute with R. Eliezer, seeing that in all 

matters the halachah agrees with him!’ But R. Joshua arose and exclaimed: ‘It is not in 

heaven.’[Deut. 30:12] What did he mean by this? — Said R. Jeremiah: That the Torah had 

already been given at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because You have 

long since written in the Torah at Mount Sinai, “After the majority must one incline.” [Ex. 23:2] 

R. Nathan met Elijah and asked him: What did the Holy One, Blessed be He, do in that hour? — 

He laughed [with joy], he replied, saying, ‘My sons have defeated Me, My sons have defeated 

Me.’  






































	UnOrthodox Jewish Beliefs - Session Four - Revelation
	Conservative Judaism - Our Ancestors to Our Descendants - Revelation of Torah

