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“Keep two pieces of paper in your pockets at all times.
One that says ‘I am a speck of dust.’
And the other, ‘The world was created for me.’”


—Rabbi Bunim of P’shiskha













“Where is the thread now?
Off again?
The old trick!
Only I discern
Infinite passion and the pain of
Finite hearts that yearn.”


—Robert Browning










PREFACE


YEARNING. AFTER TWENTY-THREE YEARS AS A RABBI, I can think of no more defining human experience. So many people speak to me about their longing to answer life’s deepest questions. Especially in recent years, when world events seem to be more confusing and frightening, people are looking for a center that can hold in what they see as a growing wasteland of conflicts and contradictions. They yearn for peace that comes from unity. They seek enduring truths. They hope for comfort and guidance.


Great wisdom traditions are born of this desire for answers, this urge to make sense out of chaos and discover what really matters in life. What we forget in the rush of modern life—a lapse that I believe intensifies our fear—is that these yearnings are no different today than they were in the times that gave rise to such mystic visionaries as Moses, Buddha, and Jesus. In those times, too, people were challenging traditional ideas and beliefs, and asking new questions. Institutions they had always relied on were changing, and even tumbling down. Old ways of believing, behaving, and belonging that provided meaning and security were dying and new ways had not yet been born. Like us, people were at once fearful and excited, uncertain yet animated about emerging truths and understandings.


Whether it’s Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, or Judaism, wisdom traditions are rich with methods and philosophies designed to support and guide us, to help us explore and deepen our understanding of ourselves and the world. These traditions are meant to be lived. Yet so much of their wisdom is buried under centuries of dogma. Often they become a means of claiming the superiority of certain religions, cultures, and ideologies. The need to be right is winning out over the search. Ideas and insights meant to illuminate the human experience, to explore conflicts and dualities, are being used to dampen, dispel, or repress exploration and conversation, sometimes erupting into culture wars or violence.


As the world around us becomes more confusing and frightening, many of us have turned inward to find some kind of solace. The quest for self is the contemporary quest for God. We want to know exactly who we are. We want to find perfect love; to feel enduring happiness and fulfillment; to know that our work will make a difference in the world. And this personal search for purpose, joy, and contentment can be just as noble as the search for grand philosophical truths and global solutions.




Wisdom traditions are meant to be lived.





This is a psychological age, the era of self-improvement and personal growth, one that offers a unique opportunity to explore and re-engage with wisdom traditions. All the contradictions and conflicts that we experience in the world are born deep within our consciousness. When we look into our selves and discover what is radiant and dull, ugly and beautiful, clear and confusing, harsh and gentle, it isn’t just ourselves we’re discovering; we’re unfolding the mysteries of the universe. If we can become aware of these polarities; embrace them, even celebrate them, we are taking a giant step toward what the mystical tradition of Kabbalah calls repairing the world.


Americans are sometimes accused of being blindly optimistic and materialistic. We want it all. And this does have its drawbacks. We can become overly driven or consumed by our desires. But, paradoxically, if we don’t want it all, we’ll never find enough. We’ll never come close to reaching our own potential. At the same time, if we forget that we’re always wanting and always finding, meaning will continue to elude us, and so will the love and joy we seek.




Our yearnings generate life.
Our desire animates us.





Jewish wisdom teaches that our yearnings generate life. Desire animates. As the prophet Amos says, “Seek Me and live.” Jewish wisdom urges us to go for it, to seek answers to our deepest questions, to search for spiritual and personal fulfillment while knowing we will never finally get there—oh, but the discoveries we’ll make along the way! We are meant to live, to search with intention. When we can uncover our deepest longings for intimacy, pleasure, creativity, and self-understanding, life yields illumination and happiness. Far from being a burden, our desires themselves become a path to blessing.


Jewish wisdom offers powerful ideas and tools for living with the anxieties of contemporary life: its ambiguities, its contradictions, its insecurities. I hope it won’t sound grandiose to say that I want to help create a new understanding of our contemporary experience by digging deep into this ancient tradition.


Through both contemporary and biblical stories, I will explore methods of the sages, showing how we can use this wisdom to examine our own lives. These will not be lessons about overcoming all odds, obeying some external command, or finding some ultimate truth. Rather, they will be teachings that celebrate the inevitable messiness of life, of living with grace in uncertainty. Far from keeping us in line, this wisdom tries to push us off line. Crossing boundaries is the only way to grow. No one knew this better than the biblical authors who wrote about generations of transgressors and adventurers whose yearnings and foibles pushed them beyond their familiar selves; whose journeys took them to the place between meaning and meaninglessness, to the borders of promised lands.


Rather than teach absolute truths, Jewish teachings invite us to dance with dualities and contradictions: Life and Death; Hate and Love; Right and Wrong; Sorrow and Joy. There is no perfect balance nor final solutions; no end to the highs and lows, to the darkness and the light. And thank God, because there’s so much richness, so much dimension, in those tensions and anxieties; so many opportunities to deepen our understanding. Building a life is an endless and glorious project.


The practices and insights in this book are based on teachings that have evolved over three thousand years. Generations of mystics and sages have wrestled with profound questions and challenges, the messiness and complexities of the human experience, and they invite us to do the same. There are no scripts to be found in their many texts, no fixed choreography to be followed in the dance of life. Rather, this wisdom is an intricate improvisation, complete with rhythms, melodies, cues, and many dancing partners to accompany us, teach us, and support us.


Jewish wisdom invites us to allow sadness into the circle of joy, to bless our carnal pleasures, to fully express our grief, to both give and receive with generosity. Our most intimate relationships or, in religious language, our covenantal relationships are often the most challenging improvisations: dances of pain and forgiveness, excitement and boredom, hunger and satisfaction. Our jobs and careers are the playgrounds for our yearnings for success and accomplishment; where we play out patterns of childhood and our need to make a difference in the world; where we struggle with failure and financial need; where we compete and create partnerships.




Life is an endless and glorious project.





These life challenges can be informed by such religious ideas as covenant, holiness, sacrifice, commandment, idolatry, Messiah, and Sabbath. They may seem anachronistic or confining, but when turned inside out offer dynamic, adaptable, even radical methods for broadening our perspective in all areas of life. They become lenses through which to see and celebrate our unending complexity. They facilitate and enrich our infinite unfolding.


Please join me on an excursion into the depths of this ancient tradition and into seven of our most wondrous yearnings. My deepest wish is that these insights drawn from the wells of Jewish wisdom will inform and enrich your own search for meaning; that they will bring both support and delight into your daily lives.




YEARNING FOR
TRUTH




HUMBLE ABSOLUTES


“WHEN YOU’VE GOT AN ANSWER, IT’S TIME TO FIND better questions.”


My mother said this countless times during my childhood, especially when I’d come home from school, passionate about an idea I’d learned from a teacher I admired. I’d be showing off to my brothers, arguing my point over dinner, and my mother would inevitably present her challenge. My resistance followed just as inevitably: She wasn’t a scholar—she should learn from me. But then I would quickly sober under her fierce gaze and raised eyebrow.


“What have other teachers taught? What other questions need to be asked? Maybe there’s more.” And soon I’d be wandering into my father’s study to find out. When I emerged, I invariably had a new insight to report to my mother, an answer that finally would floor her. But this merely led to a whole new round of heated discussions. My mother embodied a central Jewish teaching: Every answer to our important questions leads to a new important question. The truth can set us free, but only if we’re always in the process of discovering it.


She taught this message in many other ways as well. When my five brothers and I fought, she never wanted to know what “really” happened, who was at fault, who hit first. If one of us would try to blame the other, she’d say, “And you? Are you one hundred percent blameless?” My mother had the uncanny ability to recognize that a single story should never be told as though it’s the only one, that truth lived in every telling, and that there was no escape from responsibility for our own decisions. She taught me that precisely when I was sure I was right, this was a signal to look at the other person’s feelings and point of view. If I didn’t, there was no winning. And when I did, winning no longer seemed to be the point.


Throughout the centuries sages have tried to pry us loose from our certainties so that we can discover still deeper insights and expand our moral universe. They understood that since no two human situations are identical, every answer is by its nature a provisional one. There always will be another moral dilemma tomorrow and another the next day. There are never final answers to life’s big questions; only more profound questions. There’s something so liberating and expansive about this teaching. The search for truth is not about letting go; it’s about going deeper. The goal is not reaching a single realization but living the process of realizing again and again.




The search for truth is not about letting go; it’s about going deeper. The goal is not reaching a single realization, but living the process of realizing again and again.





Jewish wisdom encourages us to be sacred skeptics. Many think skepticism is paralyzing, hopeless, cynical; but it’s the opposite. Skepticism inspires us to know more. Skepticism can be revelatory. When we both hold and question our truths we become lifelong learners rather than absolute knowers—as well as more interesting and much easier people to be with. Not seduced by certainty, we can be open to the truth.


Yet in all my years as a spiritual counselor I’ve never met anyone who doesn’t want answers, who doesn’t hope that at some point in his or her life everything will fall into place. We long for a comfortable landing place, the contentment of completion: in short, the truth of who we are and what we’ve been. We may pride ourselves in being open-minded, accepting, and flexible but we all maintain beliefs we consider self-evident: ideas and unquestioned presumptions that surface when the going gets tough, when we feel challenged or most vulnerable.


The world at large and American society in particular are polarized by opposing, hard-held answers to controversial issues: abortion and capital punishment; who may or may not marry; even how the world was created, to name just a few. Unfortunately, the wisdom traditions designed to help us deepen our questions—from religion to science, philosophy to psychology—have become disciplines of knowing, for defending absolutes.


We’ve forgotten that as mere mortals we are meant to search as much as to find. After all, each of us has had only a few decades of what has been a fourteen-billion-year evolution. We are finite creatures. How could we possibly have access to what is infinite: some all-encompassing Truth about the world or even our True selves? The fact is that there is no issue, large or small, that we can understand fully. When we think we’ve found the final truth we’re a little less alive, a little less awake, and the world itself is diminished.


There’s a wonderful story that imagines an all-knowing, infinite God, one who would surely have access to the Truth but who actually sees more value in the search. In this story, the God character wakes up on the sixth day of Creation with what may be the most creative idea ever: humankind. Full of wonder and excitement, God can hardly wait to get to work. As so many of us do before we undertake a momentous task or face a risky venture, God first asks for the advice of consultants, in this case the angels. But the angels are ambivalent, undecided, caught between Truth and Love. Truth argues against the idea of humanity, fearing that human beings will lie and kill in their pursuit of Truth. But Love understands that humanity will engage in great acts of altruism and self-sacrifice, and that God’s desire is born out of that most powerful of yearnings: the yearning to love.


In the end God decides to go with Love, and in that moment has a realization: Truth on earth cannot be what it is in heaven. In heaven there is Truth; on earth there are truths. Absolute truth cannot exist for any human being. And so Truth is cast out of heaven and down to the earth. There Truth is shattered into pieces, fragments of it everywhere, so many that they are impossible to count. And Adam, the very first human being, is created out of the dust of the earth, out of those very shards of Truth. From now on there will be only partial, multiple, and contradictory truths. And human beings will search forever for truths within themselves and throughout the entire world. Life will be an ongoing act of creating, revealing, and discovering. Each person, each culture, each religion has part of the truth; none has it all.




In heaven there is Truth; on earth there are truths.





The sages who wrote this story understood, as my mother did, that we are meant to yearn for truth; to continually search. It’s built into our DNA. At the same time, there are infinite ideas, feelings, and intuitions swirling around and within us, no matter how we may try to streamline our lives. We so often feel conflicted, stuck between opposing positions. This can be unnerving, even frightening. How can we contain the anxiety and confusion? The sages remind us that more expansive and profound truths lie within every conflict awaiting our discovery. When we meet a paradox, we have the hope of making progress in discovering truth.


The Talmud, the classic Jewish wisdom text, has been studied for more than fifteen hundred years. No wonder. It contains four hundred years of recorded debates about human life and is brimming with paradoxes and insights about how to enrich our lives. There are truths tumbling onto truths, echoing off each other, allowing the reader to interpret and decide. Among the most intense of the Talmud’s arguments are those between two ancient philosophers and legalists named Hillel and Shammai.


Each had his own academy and different approach, much like contemporary think tanks such as the Brookings Institute and the Heritage Foundation; the Chicago School of Economics and the London School of Economics; the Freudians and the Jungians. Students would study and discuss issues that ranged from sweeping social policies to everyday life.


Periodically the academies would emerge with decisions, most of which were in direct opposition to each other: two very different truths. Then the fun would begin. Hillel and Shammai would have a grand debate. How do we create economic justice? What do couples do when love fails? How do we make time sacred? What does it mean to be vulnerable in this world? One might think clear decisions would be necessary and appropriate given the weightiness of these matters. But rather than provide answers or a simple list of rules to follow, the Talmud shows us the arguments of these great philosophical schools. It invites us into their sparring matches and reveals the contradictions for us to contemplate.


In the large majority of cases when a decision was reached, the verdict would go according to Hillel. But it wasn’t because Hillel was objectively correct. The Talmud says about both teachings “These and these are the words of the living God.” So why did the rulings go to Hillel’s school? Because of Hillel’s ethics of discovery, the spiritual practice of his search, the method of investigation. The school of Hillel always studied and wrestled with Shammai’s opinions, often teaching them before its own. Hillel’s school understood and valued the partial truth of the other side, and they used Shammai’s insights to inform their own, to broaden their perspective, to come up with the most inclusive answer. In other words, every truth has the potential to lead to a wider reality. Every truth offers a deeper understanding of life. Hillel didn’t win at the expense of Shammai; he won for the benefit of us all.


The teacher who first taught me about these great debates was a wonderful man named Rabbi Mordechai Glatzer. I was eleven and he seemed ancient to me at the time, a real grandfather type, but in fact he was only middle-aged. He was one of the most traditionally observant Jews in the Jewish day school I attended, and he is the gentlest person I’ve ever met. I, on the other hand, was a problematic student, to say the least. I would shout out answers, get up and walk out of class when I got bored, and talk to my friends. I got away with constant misbehavior only because I got good grades; otherwise, I have no doubt I would have been expelled, or at least regularly suspended. As punishment I spent half of my fifth grade year sitting in the back of the third grade class doing my lessons, and incredible amounts of time in the hallway or in the principal’s office.


But Rabbi Glatzer had a very different approach than my other teachers had. He sat me in a chair at the front of the classroom, right next to his desk. Whenever I would fidget, shout out an answer, or turn around to motion to a friend, he would come over, still teaching, and gently stroke my face and say under his breath, “It’s okay, it’s okay.” He had the softest hands I can remember. And I would immediately calm down. He was the first teacher who accepted me, who could see my intelligence and my lack of self-control and somehow hold them both together. And when he died suddenly from a heart attack toward the end of that year, it was my first devastating loss. I wondered if any heart could love that much for that long without breaking from the effort.


I was grateful to him on so many levels, especially for bringing those two ancient schools, Hillel and Shammai, into my life. The idea that disagreement and friction led to revelation appealed to both my intellect and my rambunctiousness. And the fact that Rabbi Glatzer was so wedded to the most conservative interpretations of the tradition in his own life made it all the more striking that he valued the openness and dissonance of these ancient scholars. Like Hillel, he embodied this thinking. Like my mother, he shaped my thinking forever.


Whenever I disagree with someone, I think of Hillel and Shammai. I try to reframe my perspective through the lens of the other person, allowing my opinion to blend with the different truths of someone else. When I explore divisive issues with my students I ask them to argue the side with which they disagree first; to write an essay from that point of view before writing one from their own. If a student has a strong feminist interpretation, I ask her to argue for the conservative and traditional interpretation, and I ask the student with a conservative position to argue from a feminist position. It’s amazing how much better the final essays are from the students who actually do this exercise. When two ideas conflict, it isn’t because one is necessarily true and the other false. It’s that each represents a different perspective on reality. As physicist Niels Bohr taught: The opposite of a fact is a falsehood but the opposite of a profound truth is very often another profound truth.


Some students are just too afraid, and they resist. A student once said it plainly, “I don’t want to be convinced that I’m wrong.” He didn’t want to compromise his own position because he thought it would weaken him. But there’s nothing compromising about arguing for the side you disagree with. Anyone fighting fiercely about an issue can go deeper. Anyone can find a partial truth, no matter how small, in an opposing position. And a wider truth always emerges from the fray. The intrinsic worth of every human being means every idea has some sort of claim on the truth. At the very least, every person has the right to be heard.


But, as my student intuited, there’s no doubt that hearing the other side can really change you. If you teach the point of view you disagree with, you will be altered. If you listen, really listen, to your spouse or your child, your boss or your perceived enemy, if you allow their point of view to sit alongside your own, it’s incredible how you and the situation can be transformed. You may even see that the ideas you are willing to fight to the death for are the very ones you’re most unsure about; the fierceness of your answer a mask for uncertainty. You realize that we never have any independent opinions that are wholly ours, points of view that we came to on our own. We’ve inherited them from our parents or rebelled against their views; we had a childhood trauma or a fear that has influenced us greatly. Never mind the television we watch or the books we read. Even the way we feel on the day we write the paper or have the argument influences the position we take. Context is everything.




The intrinsic worth of every human being means every idea has some sort of claim on the truth.





At the same time, we must be careful not to simply say that since everything is partially true, nothing really matters, as if there aren’t standards of right or wrong. Yes, in every view there is a partial truth. But not every view is equally true. There are standards of right and wrong, gradations of truth. I’ve heard so many people use the phrase “This is my truth” or “That’s your truth” as a way to defuse conflict and stifle discussion. This relativism is just lazy absolutism. It makes the claim that in effect we each have our own absolute truth, and so anything goes; why fight the fight? This spineless and limp relativism is as frustrating as hostile know-it-all absolutism. Both halt the search for truth.


It’s not that we shouldn’t have opinions and perceptions, passionate feelings and beliefs. We should argue with and criticize those views we believe to be wrong. No idea or insight should be either automatically accepted or totally dismissed. Even extreme opinions have an important role in society: They probe the middle, ensuring neither moral inflexibility nor flabbiness. When we engage in serious dialogue, within ourselves and with each other, our worlds expand; our truths are refined, and we can incorporate the truths of others, finding new positions and even shared ethical visions.


Martin Buber was a twentieth-century philosopher of religion who taught at a time when other philosophers were declaring that God is dead. Like Hillel, rather than declaring this false and defending his own faith, Buber integrated this new truth into his teaching. He affirmed the validity of even the most extreme doubt and in the process softened the nihilism of his peers. Buber understood that faith is so much richer, so much more meaningful and authentic, if we also can doubt. We need faith. Without it the future seems barren, and progress and innovation would be impossible. But we also need doubt if truth is to continue to unfold.


The expression “Don’t lose faith” is a half-truth; sometimes you have to lose it in order to find it more deeply. Buber spoke of “moment gods.” My teacher Rabbi Irving “Yitz” Greenberg spoke about “moment faith” and “moment doubt.” These days there seem to be the absolute faith people and absolute doubt people. What would the world look like if more of us were “moment faithers” and “moment doubters,” if more of us wrestled with the truth? Maybe peace would visit us more often.


•  •  •


IF I HADN’T GROWN up with the mother I had and the texts I studied, I would never have married my wife of twenty-five years. Relationships are a constant dialectic between faith and doubt; times of great love and profound ambivalence. When we attach to an idea—an idol—of who our lover is or should be, we set ourselves up for a fall. But if we hold the truth of who we are and they are more lightly, with room to grow and change, it’s amazing the arguments and crises we can weather.


Coming from a large, closely knit family, I always knew that I wanted one of my own. So you can imagine my dismay when the woman I was convinced I wanted to marry (from the moment I met her), announced to me in the middle of a romantic, dreamlike weekend on the shore, that she never wanted to have children. I gasped, repressing the urge to literally get up from our cozy beach blanket and run. Who was this woman I thought I loved more deeply than anyone? It hurt more than anything I can remember anyone had ever said to me.


Yet in the depths of my pain and anger, I could hear myself asking again in a more gentle voice, “Yes, who is this woman I love?” In a flash I recalled some of our early conversations when we were first getting to know each other. Dana had told me about her parents’ fighting, how it had hurt her as a child. And I also thought of the many times Dana had spoken to me with love and admiration about how her mother, an early feminist, had taught her the value of having a career. She feared being taken off track, engulfed by the demands society places on women even in her generation.




Relationships are a constant dialectic between faith and doubt.





I could feel myself soften. Yes, this was her truth right now. And it made sense given the context she had been in and in which she still found herself. After all, my context of being raised in a relatively harmonious, large family surely accounted for my yearning for children. Maybe we both would continue to feel the same way. Or maybe one or both of us would change our minds. Somehow I believed our relationship would create a different context in which another truth would emerge. I married her, and we now have two teenage daughters. If I hadn’t listened to Dana, listened beyond her immediate words, I certainly would have left that beach. If I hadn’t believed that even the most tightly embraced truths have the potential to change, I would have lost so much.


Over the years, in the new context Dana and I created together, we both began to see another, deeper truth about her upbringing. Despite their differences with each other, which Dana found painful, her parents unconditionally loved their children—they gave of themselves in a way I’d never seen before and which became a model for me. She also began to remember the good times—how her parents, both ballroom dancers, moved so beautifully together and how, no matter what, they’d stayed loyal to each other for more than fifty years.


Jewish wisdom teaches that the truth we have access to is temporary; even those truths that seem indisputable or essential. Of course, there are obvious factual truths like two plus two equals four, the sun is shining, or I’m five-foot-eleven. But fact is not synonymous with truth and confusing the two leads to an impoverishment of mind and spirit. There are other truths—our interpretations of facts or events, our stories of who we are and where we are going, our emotional and moral truths. True here means something different than true in a news account or a lab report: It is true to life at its deepest and most complex.


Precisely when you grasp these truths, say “aha,” and then relax into them, they will change or shift. I call them “moment truths.” It’s not that they disappear and a new truth emerges out of nowhere. Rather, each realization leads to a deeper one and then a deeper one after that. It’s not that Dana lost the truth she uttered that day on the beach. She really didn’t want to have a family situation like the one she grew up in, and she didn’t want to sacrifice her career. But both of us needed to listen closely to her pronouncement to see if there was a deeper truth underneath.


Later, a different truth emerged. It turned out Dana did decide to leave her fast-track job in favor of creating her own business so that she could spend more time with her family. She saw that climbing the corporate ladder was no longer what she wanted but that it was also possible to not give up her career. I still remember her exact words to me nine years after that initial conversation, because the phrasing struck me. “The truth is, Irwin, I want more time with the kids.” Her current “truth” couldn’t have been more different than the one she was so convinced of almost a decade earlier. And once her context changes further, her truth concerning work and family will likely shift again.


When we see our truths as ever-deepening, as beginnings rather than endings, we can hold even our most prized truths more loosely. Absolute truths become humble absolutes. Humility is among the most important spiritual qualities. The only word ever used by the writers of the Hebrew Bible to describe Moses, its unequivocal hero, is the word “humble.” Moses confronts the all-powerful Pharaoh; leads the Israelites out of slavery to freedom; carries the Ten Commandments down from Mt. Sinai. He’s the only character to experience God face to face. And he was humble about it all.


Truth without humility can easily turn into arrogance or dominance, and inevitably leads to dead ends, both literally and figuratively. The Hebrew word for “truth” is emet. If you remove the first letter you have the word met, which means “death.” In other words, the mystics taught, if you only have one side of the story you’ve begun a death spiral. When you think about leaders in history and today who think they have the only answer, that they have access to the Truth, it becomes clear how profoundly important humility is. Only by holding our truths humbly, lightly, knowing that they are not absolute, can we avoid arrogance and dead ends in our lives.




Humility is among the most important spiritual qualities.





All new understandings take time to emerge and blossom. The word “Israel” means “wrestling with God.” In other words, discovering again and again the truth, reality, God, whatever we choose to call it stretches and deepens our lives and enlivens and expands our moral universe. New truths may challenge us or make us uncomfortable for a while but they always bring us to the next level of understanding.


After all, there is no final arrival in life, but rather a series of arrivals. Insights pop up unbidden, extending the horizon of our consciousness and setting us on new paths. This may sound heavy or difficult, and some may find it frustrating, even excruciating: Is there no end to the searching? But it’s actually far less painful than clinging to a familiar truth despite changing circumstances and the inevitable fluidity of life. The yearning for Truth and Enlightenment is one of our defining human qualities. We can seek clarity with passion and commitment while knowing we’ll never get there.


This book is a collection of humble absolutes. It is meant to help us wrestle with, deconstruct, and re-imagine the truths we hold self-evident. Emet is composed of the first, middle, and last letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The very construction of the word itself urges us always to seek a wider, more encompassing truth.




GOD WILL BE WHAT GOD WILL BE


“OH MY GOD!” THIS IS A PHRASE SO MANY OF US USE, AND it’s no accident. These three words capture a core human experience. I find myself saying them when I suddenly feel outside my usual self, when I am shaken out of my ordinary reality or when I feel a sense of harmony, of mystery, of gratitude. I might be watching my children play and be overcome by their beauty. I might have an epiphany about my place in the world that comes out of nowhere. Or I am overwhelmed with gratitude as I make love with my wife. And then there are those moments of horror and tragedy when I experience an overwhelming fearful awe. Watching those two towers collapsing, I found myself saying over and over, “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” The word God is really just code for an experience felt so intensely, so deeply, that there seems to be no other word to describe it.


Yet the word God so often trips us up. For many of us the notion of a personal God seems anachronistic, something that comforted our parents or grandparents but is irrelevant to us. We’ve rejected those patriarchal and punitive images we were taught in religious school, in church, or in temple. Others of us are holding on for dear life to a traditional image of an Almighty up in the sky who asserts His will and keeps the score. And still others have internalized the idea; God is within, not outside; God is us. Or perhaps there’s no God at all. Everyone has a truth about God or no-God, and typically we’re uncomfortable with any other.


“Rabbi, I am a scientist. I must tell you upfront I don’t believe in God.” These were the words of the Nobel Prize—winning physicist Murray Gell-Mann when I was introduced to him at a dinner party. It certainly wasn’t the first time I’d been greeted this way. And my response is always the same, “That’s okay. I don’t believe in the God you don’t believe in either.” What could have been—and is often intended to be—a conversation stopper turned into a lively debate. In order to reject something, one must have an image to reject; quite a paradox. For Gell-Mann, it was the God he was taught about as a child; the voyeuristic Peeping Tom in the heavens who judged his every move. He laughed when I told him that his rejection made him no different from a fundamentalist who’s sure the all-judging God in the sky does exist. What makes them the same? They both have the same definition of God. Behind atheism is a powerful religious impulse. God is very much on Gell-Mann’s mind.


To deny or affirm; both can be holy. To define God is to express a natural human need to make sense of our existence. To envision no God purges religious conceptions that may be limiting, holding us back. It’s never God or no God; it’s which God? All descriptions of God are projections—sacred projections. The question is, what images do we use to express the yearning?


Gell-Mann, who’d spent his career working with the highly symbolic language of mathematics in an attempt to describe the very origins of the universe and who later that evening regaled us with explanations of string theory, had forgotten that just as string theory is not to be taken literally, neither are our sacred projections. Definitions of God should never be confused with God any more than the description of an orange can capture the taste of an orange.




It’s never God or no God; it’s which God?





Gell-Mann was doing what people have done for centuries. We all have an innate desire to imagine something greater than ourselves. That’s why every era and culture sees God through the lens of the metaphors and images of the day. When humans lived in caves and relied on wild animals for their survival, they expressed their anxiety and awe through animal gods. During the agrarian age, people created fertility and nature gods. During the age of great city-states when kings ruled from palaces set on high, God became the king of kings in the heavens. But the modern age was inconsonant with that image. When John Glenn brought back his pictures of earth from space, the fixed God in the sky finally was made obsolete—at least for those of us who hadn’t yet let go and were willing to. With advances in medical science, humans could create and manipulate life—we were the “masters of the universe.” Modern science banished God. In response to this, some have held on to the traditional image of an external Almighty in part as a way to resist the chaos of modernity. And others took their yearning inside, creating a personal divinity, an inner authority.


All images, whether societal or personal, become stultifying if we don’t allow them to change and grow as we do. The second of the Ten Commandments urges us not to make a graven image of God. Graven images are not only statues; our conceptions and ideas can become just as concrete. Ironically, religion has broken this commandment again and again by attempting to institutionalize the infinite, by taking what was meant to be a wide open expanse and reducing it to one landscape. Ancient Chinese scriptures say it this way: “When you have names and forms, know that they are provisional. When you have institutions, know where their functions should end. Know when to stop.”


The point of the Second Commandment is that any one image is only a partial truth. And a partial truth made absolute puts God in a box of our choosing. Every image of God, even no God, is just a resting place, a moment truth. The Christian hymn “Amazing Grace” says “I once was lost but now I am found,” and this is so moving, so true. But all of us know that no one is found forever. Life is a dialectic between being lost and found, found and lost. When we’ve lost God, it’s time to look deeper. When we’ve found God, it’s time to get lost.


As a society we haven’t yet imagined the God that captures our collective, contemporary experience. We are trapped between old images and those not yet created. Sometimes I think we shouldn’t use the word God for one hundred years. Maybe by then we’ll have come up with new metaphors that more fully capture our experience of God and that unite us rather than divide us. Or maybe we’ll return to some of the ancient ones.


In fact, many traditions have multiple names for divinity. The Bhagavad Gita teaches that God has a million faces. The Muslim tradition has a practice in which one recites and meditates on ninety-nine of the most beautiful names for God. In the Jewish tradition there are hundreds of names: Father, Mother, Lover, Creator, Destroyer, Nurturer, Redeemer, Forgiver, Friend, Life-giver, to name just a few. The name used most often in Jewish texts is also the most mysterious and intimate. It is YHWH, which in English is all consonants and no vowels. In Hebrew it’s actually a word with no consonants and all vowels. Either way it’s unpronounceable. When you try to say it, you hear the sound of breath, a simple exhale. What is the teaching? The name of God is not meant to be uttered. YHWH is not meant to be known. YHWH is meant to be breathed. In contemporary translations and liturgy, the word YHWH is translated as Lord; quite a stark contrast to the sound of a breath and a telling statement about this traditional projection of God. The name used by the mystics is Ein Sof, which means “There Is No End.” At this level God is without name. God is a mystery. Or, as I like to say, God is everything in drag.


Maimonides put it this way: “There is nothing higher one can say about God than what God is not.” Whatever word, image, or concept we choose, we always need to go beyond it. The name YHWH comes from the same root in Hebrew as the word for becoming. God is always becoming. We will never grasp reality in all its dimensions. And all this not-knowing creates tremendous anxiety, which is exactly why our projections can get the best of us.




Every image of God, even no God, is just a resting place, a moment truth.





The challenge is to remember, even in our moments of turbulence, that God is always just outside of our perception, just ahead of where we are. It is the more expansive truth. As the mystic sage Rabbi Nachman taught, YHWH is an emergent God, evolving and learning along with us. If we remain open to the everything that is God, Reality, Self, or whatever we choose to call it, there is no end to the wonder that awaits us.


Many of us have had moments when our minds and hearts open up to new visions of the world and of ourselves—we fall in love, give birth to a child, discover a groundbreaking idea, make a significant change in our lives. Or maybe we encounter a spiritual truth that was inaccessible to us before. This happened to me in an unusual context for a rabbi: in the pews of a church. For traditional Jews, entering churches is forbidden. I was forty-two years old when I went into one for the first time. I’d passed by the same beautiful old church on my way to work for many years; then early one morning some small voice within me urged me to go in. As I sat in the wooden pew I was engulfed by unfamiliar sights and smells: incense, candles burning, light streaming in through stained glass windows. And then I looked up at the crucifix, a cross with a corpus, the figure of Jesus bleeding from the heart. As I meditated on this central symbol of Christianity for the first time, I was horrified, struck by thoughts about centuries of Christian persecution of Jews. I wanted to run away. My palms were sweating, and I had to hold on to the side of the pew in order to make myself stay. I kept looking and looking, thinking there just had to be something more here than my own tradition’s perspective.


It could have been fifteen minutes or forty-five minutes, but I suddenly found myself thinking, “What if my heart was that open? What if I could feel everyone’s pain, so much so that my heart exploded?” I understood in a flash the meaning of sacred heart. And I heard the words from a prayer I’d said every day since I was a boy, in a whole new way: “Karov YHWH L’nishberai Lev,” God is Close to the Brokenhearted. I didn’t convert that day, but my God got an awful lot bigger. And so did I.


When tragedy or trauma interrupts ordinary life, when the fear of loss or its actuality grips us and takes us over, it’s amazing how our conceptions of God come into play; and how dramatically they can change. What I’ve found is that God almost always gets bigger or smaller whether we’re overtly spiritual or not. After the initial shock and grief recedes, our vision of reality either becomes wider and open to more and more possibility, or narrower and dominated by fear and bitterness; it rarely stays the same.


A congregant of mine named Ruth was in the midst of one of the most excruciating crises one can imagine. She was the mother of Josh, a sixteen-year-old boy who was dying of cancer. She’d spent every day since the diagnosis praying for a cure, a treatment that would work. A few days before Josh died I was visiting him in the hospital. His father wasn’t there because he couldn’t bear the pain of watching his son in this state. He was shut down, consumed by depression and rage. But Ruth was sitting right by the hospital bed leaning over every few minutes to moisten her son’s lips with a wet cloth.




God is close to the brokenhearted.





Josh had been in this room for more than two months and he had made the room his. There were posters of sports heroes, rock-and-roll celebrities, and supermodels all over the walls. The contrast between the life force of the room and the death of this child was so stark. Josh was sleeping. After a while, Ruth turned to me and asked: “Where is God now?” As the words left her mouth Josh stirred and whispered in the softest yet clearest voice, “Mommy, I am going to die. I love you. No one could have been a better mother to me.” Then he went back to sleep. Ruth and I were both speechless with tears.


At the memorial service about a month later, Ruth announced that she was devoting herself to raising money to add a new wing to the hospital that had cared for Josh, one that would be devoted to children with cancer, treating them and researching a cure. She was crying as she stood before us in the midst of profound grief and loss. But there was the same strength and determination I’d witnessed in her as she’d cared for Josh over those many months of his illness. I found myself thinking that Ruth had found where God is. She had found a new place within her broken heart. She’d discovered there was no magical curer for her son in the sky. That image had died with Josh. Now Ruth was to become a curer, not unlike the one she had prayed so hard for. Although she would have done anything not to have learned this truth in this way, her tragedy was going to lead to so much more life.


Something similar happened to Moses in the famous story of the burning bush. For him it wasn’t tragedy that awoke him to a new truth, but a deep voice within that seemed to come out of nowhere. Moses was in a great place; he had escaped from Egypt, and was a husband, a father, and a wealthy shepherd of a huge flock. Then one day standing alone on a mountain, his sheep grazing around him, he noticed a “bush aflame that was not consumed.” Rather than looking away in fear or continuing on, as many of us would, he stood still and gazed at the bush. And he said, “Here I am.” He was fully present. Only when we know where we stand can we know the next step we need to take. Then Moses heard the voice, and it said about the last thing he wanted to hear. It told him to leave everything behind and go back to Egypt to free his fellow Israelites from slavery.


Moses was overwhelmed and wondered, “When the Israelites ask who sent me, what shall I say?” The voice said, “Tell them that I shall be what I shall be. Tell them that’s who sent you.” Like a Zen koan, God’s answer seems to say: “It makes no difference what you call me. I am everything.”


Moses had what in the 1960s we called a consciousness-blowing experience. He heard a voice from deep within, and for a moment reality seemed palpable, discernable, and at the same time infinite and impossible. YHWH can also mean “I was. I am. I will be.” YHWH is past, present, and future. God is every experience, every place, every person that brought Moses to that time. And now it’s up to Moses to decide where he wants to be in his journey.


Unlike Moses, most people evoke a God who tells them exactly what they want to hear—whether God is our intuition, that soft, still voice within that we feel holds some magical truth, or the guy in the heavens who affirms our perception of the world. The biblical teachings tell us that God is sometimes affirming, but more often challenging, even life-changing. After all, the word prayer comes from the same Latin root as the word precarious. What if we understood that God challenges every truth? What if we understood, as Moses did, that God is often that counterintuitive voice, the one that questions, that urges us beyond or deeper than we already are? As my mother always said, “Irwin, God rarely agrees with you. That’s how you know it’s God.”


There’s a mystical tradition that at the end of every year the names of God weaken; they wear down from use. By using God’s names during the year, we actually deplete the names’ ability to connect us to the experience. Like all language, the words we use for God begin to hide as much as they reveal. And so we do a kind of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation for God. Over the High Holidays, Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, those names must be re-infused with meaning so that once again they can serve as a connection to all that is. God then can expand to incorporate the new insights revealed in the last year and the hopes for the new year.


The central Jewish meditation is the Shema: “Hear Israel, YHWH is our God, God is One.” It is meant to be practiced three times a day both as a kind of mantra designed to pull us outside ourselves and as a means to root us where we are. We are meant to recommit to the idea of God as we understand it every single moment, because everything is in flux and everything is God.


I got into a lot of trouble when I appeared on the national television series Frontline, as part of a show called “Faith and Doubt at Ground Zero.” I said that I experience God as “No Thing.” Was this rabbi denouncing and denying the existence of the Divine? But what I asked was simply, “How can there be something outside All-there-is?” I asked if maybe it was time for a new God, a more complex, expansive perception that suits our postmodern age; a time when most of our absolutes, including the primacy of science, have been challenged, even shattered; when definitions of God and no-God lead so often to disconnection and conflict. Perhaps we’ve reached a time when we can live joyfully in the face of the unknowable. Perhaps we have entered the era of panentheism. Unlike pantheism, the idea that the universe and God are the same, panentheism—another koan—is the intuition that reality doesn’t exhaust God; rather all of reality is inside God. All that is, is All that is. “I will be what I will be.”




The more we embrace a diversity of names for God, the more our minds and hearts will open and expand.





Toward the end of that dinner with Murray Gell-Mann, as I listened to him describe his career, I found myself thinking that quantum reality, an idea he helped pioneer, in fact pointed toward this new God. Whereas classical physics envisioned a reality in which things were always definitely one way or another, quantum mechanics describes a reality in which things sometimes hover in a haze of being partly one way and partly another. As the physicist Brian Greene says, “It is a reality that remains ambiguous until perceived.” In other words, YHWH.


By the time we finished dessert, Gell-Mann surprised me by conceding that perhaps he was in fact doing what the author of Genesis had done. Like so many philosophers before him, he was composing a creation story, in his case for the twenty-first century. One such thinker in that great line of seekers was the twelfth-century Jewish philosopher Maimonides, who re-imagined the spiritual wisdom of his day in light of Aristotelian science. He wrote that unpredictability and spontaneity, what he called miracle, were at the core of existence. The idea of string theory, a cutting-edge field within physics in part inspired by Gell-Mann’s work, captures this teaching in mathematical language and expands on it.


String theory is a leap of faith. It’s in the realm of the unexplainable. Just as the names for God are metaphor, so, too, is string theory. It posits that there are particles so small that it’s impossible to see them. Like violin strings create notes through vibration, these particles unite quantum reality with concrete reality through unperceivable vibrations. This is the so-called unified theory Einstein could never conceive. As Einstein said when referring to ideas about space and time, “There exists a far-reaching uncertainty of interpretation.” From the earliest sages to twenty-first-century physicists, there has always been and will always be a yearning to understand all that is; an overpowering desire to grasp reality; to find truth in No Thing. We can, as Greene says, “be filled with incomparable wonderment.”


If God is infinite, if reality is unknowable, then who are we? One of the earliest self-definitions is that we are images of God. We are what we imagine God to be. In other words, we’re those very metaphors. The more we embrace a diversity of names for God, the more our minds and hearts will open and expand. The very names broaden our self-understanding, our sense of depth and potential. Father, Mother, Lover, Creator, Forgiver, Compassionate One, Destroyer, Curer. We are all of them.




THE SILENT, THIN SELF


“WHAT MAKES YOU UNIQUE?” MY DAUGHTER GABRIELLA was asked this question on a high school entrance application. The essay was due in a couple of days, and it seemed simple enough. Yet she put it off and put it off. When I finally pushed her to complete the essay, she said she couldn’t figure out what to write. “Dad, nothing about me is unique.” Had Gabriella entered that notorious stage when girls lose their sense of self in the swirl of adolescence? My wife and I were mystified. Gabriella was a developing artist—designing her own clothes—and a talented writer. She was effervescent, loving, and always making new friends. Didn’t she see how special she was? Her response blew me away. “Yeah, Dad, but lots of other people are those things. And besides, none of it is all of who I am. I’m everything put together, and not even that. There’s always new stuff.” Her essay turned out to be a critique of the question, an argument against assuming we are ever complete, entirely knowable. As Gabriella wrote, “What makes me unique is that I am always Gabriella-ing. No one else in the world does that.” Each of us is always becoming.


We all share a yearning to know ourselves, to comprehend who we are in the world. We want to find our “true self” and have been taught that if we just look deeply enough we will find it. Of course, we all need a story about who we are, how we came to be, and where we are going. No one can live every moment of one’s life as an open question. We need a recognizable identity to get us through the day. But we forget that what we call self is really only a moment truth. There is no single enduring identity. As my mom would caution her sometimes smug sons, “People are always more than you think they are.” Shakespeare reminds us that, “We are such stuff as dreams are made on.” We need a self-image, but ought not forget that it’s just an image; a sense of self. Finding our permanent Self—no matter how much we search—just isn’t going to happen. When we think we have this self, it’s time to search again.


When we become attached to an identity of any kind—whether it’s our profession, our appearance, our talents, or special qualities we take pride in—we’ve made a partial truth absolute. When you think about it, are any of us really the same people we were a decade ago? Are we even recognizable? It can be mind-blowing when we read an old journal, pull out a dress three sizes smaller or larger, or discover a teenage love letter. And think of all those plans we made that never panned out, not only because of unpredictable external events but because we ourselves are unpredictable. As Lewis Carroll’s Alice says, “Dear! Dear! How strange everything is today. I wonder if I’ve changed in the night. Let me think: Was I the same when I got up this morning?”




There is no single enduring identity. What we call self is really only a moment truth.





Gabriella’s insight was the same one Moses had while standing at the burning bush: “I will be what I will be.” Like God, in that sense, we ourselves are infinite. The Self is a projection, just as God is. This is what we mean in saying we humans are created in the image of God. The images we have of ourselves are really attempts to streamline complexity, to make a neat story out of our many facets. Freud taught that we never will know fully the contents of our minds, of our selves. He called this idea “surplus life.” There is a “too-muchness” to our consciousness. In other words, our own psyche eludes our grasp. No wonder the Hebrew word for life is plural: Hayim means lives.


When I hear that someone is leading a double life, I think “Just two?”


As cognitive scientists are now discovering, the notion of a single enduring self is just a way to describe how we’ve temporarily domesticated our inner world. Identity is just a provisional arrangement. Our self is really a container for our multiplicity. It is a resting place, a makom; yet another name for God. Nonetheless we yearn for that place to be permanent; to feel an inner coherence and completion; to feel settled down and rooted. We want to overcome the conflicted and contradictory viewpoints that neuroscientists have discovered are always being constructed in our brains without our even knowing it.


The yearning for self is essential to our development but it is of course a quest that can never be fully satisfied. We can never fully grasp the infinite—God’s or our own. There’s very little difference between the secular belief that we can know who we are and the religious fundamentalists’ belief that we can know who God is. Both lead to arrogance and what Christopher Lasch called a culture of narcissism. Could it be that all the striving, the pushing, the climbing, the acquiring, is rooted in this yearning to know that which can never be known? Rather than trying to define who we are, what if we sought an ever-deepening understanding of how much we are? Perhaps that’s what deeper yearning is really all about.


“I’VE ALWAYS HAD a mind of my own,” a friend of mine said. This was Rhea’s usual refrain in response to some trouble she’d stirred up at work. Rhea was direct to a fault; a rabble-rouser of sorts. She’d tell colleagues in no uncertain terms how misguided they were and exactly how they should do it next time. She always wanted to run the show and she relished rocking the boat. Needless to say, she alienated a lot of people, especially those who reported to her. “I always fight the good fight, even if it’s just me screaming into the wind,” was her favorite response when someone complained about her style. “I don’t care what other people think,” she’d insist. I became concerned that things had gone too far when she told me there was a virtual walkout at a meeting after one of her more extreme outbursts.


When Rhea visited me a few months later, I noticed a dramatic change in her. When I asked her how things were at work, I expected the usual litany of complaints and dramatic stories of her triumphs. Instead she told me how she’d taken a few days off and wasn’t sure where her projects stood. When I asked her about an issue I knew she’d felt very strongly about, she said she’d let it go and let her deputy decide. “What happened to the lady with a mind of her own?” I teased. She replied, “You know, Irwin, I just don’t have the fight in me these days.” A wistful expression crossed her face. I wondered if this metamorphosis had something to do with the death of her mother, who’d died after a long illness.


“Yes, but actually, it was the report card,” she said. She told me how she’d been cleaning out her mother’s basement. One morning amidst crinkling collages and magic-marker decorated loose-leaf notebooks she came across her kindergarten report card. “Who the hell grades a five-year-old?” she said, and I was relieved to hear her spirit returning. Apparently, under every category on that yellowed card there was some kind of reference to her lack of initiative, her unexplained fearfulness. Her teachers even referred to her as a “follower” and a “wallflower.” Her one strength was her gentleness with the younger kids in her class.


This middle-aged woman had excavated a different—and surprising, to her—facet of her identity.


The death of a parent often leaves us more exposed and vulnerable—and sometimes more open to change. And then even an old report card can shatter our self-perceptions. I had no doubt that Rhea would find her spark once again; perhaps she’d discover a gentler, more observant rabble-rouser, one who felt a little less alone. My hope was that she’d give this new self-perception a chance to develop and expand.


I told Rhea a story about one of the most fascinating Biblical personalities: the prophet Elijah. Though on a grander scale, his story wasn’t so different from hers. And it has so much to teach us about our own unravellings, those times when we feel lost and alone, when we encounter a new self that might not be so welcome.


Elijah’s dramatic struggle to discover a new self redefines the phrase “identity crisis.” He had been on a supremely holy mission, and he, too, felt he was screaming into the wind. A passionate, uncompromising, and yet profoundly lonely man, Elijah was filled with zeal for his God. He was determined to convince the people of Israel to cease worshipping the pagan god Baal and return their devotion to their Israelite God. It’s the job of prophets to wake people up from their slumbers and set them back on course. But Elijah took this to an extreme. He presented an awesome magic show for the people, even producing fire on a water-drenched altar. Emboldened and still enraged, he then slaughtered the pagan priests. But neither his impressive “miracle” nor his powerful show of force made any difference.
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