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Some years ago, when word-processors were far more primitive than they are today, a 
teacher of mine decided to test out a new phenomenon – the spell-checker. He typed a 
sentence with an obvious error: “Bob maid a cake”. And indeed the computer picked up 
on the misspelling, but not in the way he had expected: “Maid is not the preferred term. I 
suggest ‘domestic worker’.” Computers are good for some things, but not for others. And 
as computers have become more advanced, some have begun to rely on them even for 
their religious journeys. More about that, shortly. 
 
We have just read the second in the series of haftarot leading up to Tisha Be-Av. It is the 
attempt of Jeremiah to bring the Jewish people to face the calumny of their abandonment 
of God and their adherence to idols - gods, values and priorities that are the very opposite 
of divine: 

  
 ָרֲחקּו ִּכי ָעֶול ִּבי ֲאבֹוֵתיֶכם ָּמְצאּו ַמה ’ה ָאַמר הּכֹ:ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֵּבית ִמְׁשְּפחֹות ְוָכל ַיֲעקֹב ֵּבית 'ה ְדַבר ִׁשְמעּו

  ַוֶּיְהָּבלּו ַהֶהֶבל ַאֲחֵרי ַוֵּיְלכּו ֵמָעָלי
Hear the word of the Lord, O house of Jacob, and all the families of the house of Israel. 
So says the Lord: what unrighteousness have your fathers found in Me, that they have 

gone far from Me, and have walked after things of no value and have become of no 
value? 

 
But then the prophet adds a further, very puzzling, accusation against the Jews: 
 

  ַהַּמֲעֶלה אָֹתנּו ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים'הַאֵּיה  ְולֹא ָאְמרּו
They did not say: 'Where is the Lord that brought us up out of the land of Egypt; that led 

us through the wilderness.’ 
 
The people are far from God, spiritually adrift. And Jeremiah insists that they should 
have asked the question – “Where is God?” 
 
What is the meaning of this question that the people failed to ask? Ostensibly, it does not 
seem like a virtuous question at all. It sounds like an accusation against God – why does 
God not appear? It seems to place blame the suffering of the people, and their distance 
from the divine, directly on God. 
 
Furthermore, it is exactly the same question that elsewhere in Scripture, God does not 
want to be asked. Psalm 79, for example, pleads with God to avenge His people with the 
argument that if it appears God has forsaken the Jews, people will ask where God is: 

  
 יֶהםֵקֱאלֹ ַאֵּיה ַהּגֹוִים יֹאְמרּו ָלָּמה

Why should the nations say ‘Where is their God’. 
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So according to the Psalmist, the question ‘Where is God’ is a question that should not be 
asked. And yet, Jeremiah criticizes the people for failing to ask it.  
 
So what is the meaning of this question, and why does the Torah sometimes condemn 
those who do ask it, and sometimes condemn those who do not? 
 
‘Where is God?’ is a question that is asked when God seems distant. It is asked when the 
Jewish people seems to be abandoned by God, as in the time of Jeremiah, the time we 
relive during the month of Av. But it can be asked in two ways. 
 
The first way is the one from the book of Psalms. The nations say ‘Where is God’ with a 
mocking self-assurance. The apparent absence of God is proof of the fallacy of your 
commitment to divine commandments. The clear facts of the situation point to the 
foolishness of faith. Your feeling of abandonment is proof of the nonsense of religion. 
This way of asking the question is clearly undesirable. It is born from an arrogant 
misreading of things.  
 
The second way of asking the question is the way that Jeremiah advocates. It is asking 
from a position of genuine exploration, of apprehension and timorousness in the face of 
the mysteries of existence, of searching in the darkness. Where is God? I feel alone, there 
is suffering in the world that does not fit with my idea of divine justice. How can this be 
explained? It is this way of asking the question that Jeremiah demands of the people.  
 
And note – is the question that is required, not the answer. This is an important point that 
needs to be expanded upon. 
 
The New York Times this week carried an article about iPod apps for atheists. These are 
computer programs that promise to provide all the arguments an atheist might require to 
win a debate with a believer. They point to apparent contradictions in Scripture and offer 
skeptical remarks like this one: “If you take any miracle from the Bible, and tell your co-
workers at your job that this recently happened to someone, you will undoubtedly be 
laughed at.”  
 
This kind of argumentation leaves a lot to be desired, to say the least. It would be worth 
dedicating some time another day to a discussion of these kinds of arguments and those 
in recent popular books advocating atheism. But today I don’t want to talk about the 
content of these arguments, but their form. Because as well as the apps for atheists, there 
are also apps for believers. These are programs that offer arguments that are expected to 
convince atheists of the existence of God. They are meant to be pithy and profound but 
often just sound trite and ridiculous. 
 
What does it mean when religious conversation consists in parrying aphorisms read from 
a screen? An iPod app can no more convey the sense of the search for the Divine than it 
can convey the feeling of falling in love. The iPod believer, like the iPod atheist, suffers 
from a failure to understand that religion is about the question – “Where is God?” -  as 
much as it is about the answer. This is not to say that religious people should abandon 
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any claim to rational thought, or to give up hope of having any firm answers about 
anything. On the contrary – Judaism teaches that it is possible, indeed it is necessary, to 
be committed to reason and faith and yet at the same time to recognize the wondrous and 
transcendent inscrutability of being. Religion is a grappling with the mysteries of 
existence, not a series of clichés that claim to explain everything. It is a framework for 
shaping individuals and communities who are committed to the perfectibility of the world 
and matters of ultimate concern; an expansion, not an infantilization of the spirit. 
 
There are many aspects of religion. But one of them is to make room for questioning. On 
Yom Kippur we will strive for self-realization; on Succot we will experience elation; on 
Pesach we will engage with our national identity. But at this time of year, more than any 
other, we struggle with not-knowing. We remember the slaughter at the destruction of 
Jerusalem. We think about the Shoah. We think about the threats to our people today, and 
about Gilad Shalit still in captivity.  
 
Where, then, is God? We cannot be faulted for failing to answer that question. Our 
greatest minds and spirits have struggles with it for hundreds of generations, and no 
totally satisfying solution has been found. But we can be faulted for not asking the 
question in the first place. For it is this question, when asked in the right way, that pushes 
us to expand our spiritual existence, to shape ultimate values and commit to actions of 
ultimate worth. We are not expected to pretend to see a world where there is only light 
and no shadow. It is the searching in the dark that is sometimes demanded of us. 
 
Yesterday, the Jewish people lost one of its greatest leaders, Rabbi Yehuda Amital. Rav 
Amital was born in Transylvania, and during the Shoah he lost his family and was forced 
to work in labor camp. He made aliya after the war and fought in Israel’s War of 
Independence. A great talmid chacham, he founded Yeshivat Har Etzion in 1967. He was 
active in the political life of the Jewish people and served in the cabinet of the State of 
Israel. He was an inspiring and motivated man, committed to moderation and openness to 
all people. His death is a profound loss to Jewish life in Israel and worldwide. 
 
In his memory, I want to convey to you some of his Torah that touches on our topic 
today. Rav Amital quoted a teaching of the Baal Shem Tov on the verses in Psalms (118): 
 

  ַצִּדיִקים ָיבֹאּו בֹו'ַהַּׁשַער ַלה- ֶזה.ּהק אֹוֶדה, ָבם- ָאבֹא ֶצֶדק-ִלי ַׁשֲעֵרי- ִּפְתחּו
Open for me the gates of righteousness that I may enter and praise God. 

This is the gate to the Lord.  The righteous enter through it.  
 

‘Open the gates’: The verse describes someone who is on the outside; standing before 
closed gates. This is not someone with all the answers, someone who has a direct access 
to the Almighty. It is someone for whom the way is blocked, but who nonetheless 
requests entry; who has no answers but in any case asks the question. And so the Psalm 
continues – ‘This is the gate to the Lord.’ This questioning is the way of the righteous. In 
the words of Rav Amital: “This feeling, that you are standing outside the gates (and 
yearning to enter), is itself the gateway to God. It is natural to have doubts. Anyone who 
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never has such doubts or such questions is either living on empty slogans or is the 
product of an education in which there are no questions and no thought.” 

 
This time of year represents the aspect of our existence that is riven with unknowns. And 
it is this experience, the feeling of distance from God, that Jeremiah was addressing. 
Jeremiah does not ask us to download the latest argument for the existence of God. He 
does not ask us for certainty. He does not ask us for answers. But, in the face of the 
glorious and awesome mysteries of being, Jeremiah does demand that we ask the 
question. “Where is God?” 
 
 


