Welcome to the 2005 KOACH Shabbat program!  We’re delighted to have you on board.  This program is designed for use by members of the KOACH Faculty as well as students and Hillel professionals who’ll be running the program on their own.  You’ll have more than enough material here for one, or even two, learning sessions.  Feel free to pick and choose as you see fit, based on the time available and the interests of your group.

Our focus this year is Godtalk.  We hope that this will be the start of an ongoing discussion on the role of God in our lives and the way we try to build and enrich that relationship.

1. The Name Game:  Get to know everyone in the room.  Have people tell their names and where they’re from.  As part of introducing themselves, have them tell for whom they are named and the meaning of their names, in Hebrew and English, to the best of their ability. (15-25 minutes, depending on the number of people and their enthusiasm!)
2. If you’d prefer, have everyone introduce themselves and tell where they are from and some interesting fact about themselves.  Then read the children’s book, In God’s Name, by Sandy Eisenberg Sasso.  (20 minutes)
3. Have everyone close their eyes and try to picture God.  Give them a few quiet minutes in which to do so.  Encouraging them to keep their eyes closed, go around the circle and ask people to describe what they saw in their mind’s eye when asked to do so.  (15-25 minutes)
4. Another option is to divide into pairs and use the Faith Interview which appears on the first text page.  *supplies:  don’t forget to make sufficient copies for those in attendance (ask the Hillel to take care of this, but we can reimburse KOACH Faculty if necessary)  (15-20 minutes)
5. God is known by many different names in our tradition.  See how many you can remember and the contexts in which they arise.  Can you determine which of God’s qualities each represents?  Here’s a list of possibilities, to support or supplement your own.  How do these names enhance and/or limit our thinking about God?  (10 minutes)
YHWH- I am (Tetragrammaton) can be shortened to Yah 

YHWH Tzeva’ot- God of Hosts or Armies (refers to God’s leadership and sovereignty)
Adonai- Lord  (associated with the trait of lovingkindness)
Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh- I will be what I will be

El- God (El-Elyon, El-Shaddai) 

Elohim- God (first appellation used in the Bible; associated with God’s creativity and justice)
Hashem- The Name

Shaddai- Almighty (Destroyer)
Avinu Malkeinu- Our Father, Our King

Tzur Yisrael- Rock of Israel

Hamakom- The Place

Ribono Shel Olam- Master of the Universe

Hakadosh Barukh Hu- The Holy One, Blessed be He

Magen Avraham- Shield of Abraham

Ezrat Sarah- Help of Sarah

6. The next page includes texts which reflect on different ways to relate to God.  Have your group break into pairs to study between one and three of the texts, reading aloud and exploring their meaning.  Use the questions as a way to facilitate dialogue and reflect personally on the ideas they discuss.  This paired study method is known as hevruta or partnered study and it’s the classic model for Jewish learning.  If you prefer, you can read the texts together as a group and raise the questions as a group as well.  Each of these passages is excerpted from Commentary Magazine, August 1996.  In its entirety, it is a symposium entitled “What do American Jews Believe?”  It is well-worth the read.  (30 minutes)  *supplies:  don’t forget to make copies in advance (ask the Hillel to take care of this, but we can reimburse KOACH Faculty if necessary)
7. Something a little different:  If you have time and energy left, divide into smaller groups and have each group prepare a skit based on one of the following biblical stories.  A bag of random props can add to the creativity of the moment.  In each case, instruct the group to build the skit with God having a different quirky identity (some possibilities:  a plumber; a trader on the floor of the stock market; a toddler; a defiant teenager; Albus Dumbledore; The Terminator).  Let your imagination run wild.  It’s a twist on the idea of “What if God were one of us?” and raises some interesting challenges of we relate to God on our terms, since we really have no idea what God is all about.  The point is not to be disrespectful, by any stretch of the imagination.  Rather, the intent is to begin to break down any barriers towards relating to God in a direct and personal way.
Noah and the Ark (a timely choice!) [Genesis 6:12-7:5]


(for discussion:  How might Noah have reacted to God?  How is our understanding of God influenced by Noah’s reaction in the text?  How would you have reacted in Noah’s sandals?)

Sarah’s Laughter [Genesis 19:1-15]


(for discussion:  Why does Sarah deny her laughter?  How does God’s choice of how to convey the information of Isaac’s impending birth affect you?  How might you rewrite the story?)

The Binding of Isaac (Akedat Yitzhak) [Genesis 22:1-14]


(for discussion:  What was Abraham thinking?!?  As Heschel asks, what if the angel had come too late?  Does faith in God require that we accept even that which is incomprehensible to us?)

Moses and the Rock [Numbers 20:7-13]


(for discussion:  Why didn’t Moses follow God’s instructions?  Did it pain God to punish Moses?  Why doesn’t Moses take issue with God’s decision?)

Faith Interview (adapted from Higher and Higher, Steven M. Brown)

1.  If there is a God, how do you picture God?

2.  Do you talk to God yourself?

3.  Have you ever felt God talking to you, or have you ever felt God’s presence?

4.  What are some of your doubts about God?

5.  If God is good, how can God permit evil in the world?
6.  Do you know of any differences between the Jewish conceptions of God and Christian conceptions of God?

7.  Is there anything that makes you angry about God?

8.  Has God ever answered any of your prayers?

9.  Why don’t you think or talk about God more than you do?

10. Does God still function in the world as described in the Bible?

11. What is a miracle?  Do you believe in miracles?

12. Do you believe in life after death?  What form does it take?

13. Do you believe in God punishes the sinners and rewards the righteous?
14. Do you think that the Jewish people has been chosen by God for something special?

15. If you were God, what would you do differently?

16. Do you pray to God more when you are sick and in trouble?  Do you think more about God when someone you love is in trouble or in danger?

17. Do you thank God for the good things in your life as well as relating God to the bad things that happen?

I trust in God because God is a living presence in my life. I experience God in prayer, in joy, in fear, in power, and in admitting and asking for my own innermost needs. I feel God's presence as deeply personal. I am embraced, judged, and listened to by God. The liturgy helps; I use it even when I am not "inspired." There are stretches of time which are wilderness, silence, being separated from God's presence. But always I come back, I return to God. I also experience God in nature. Suddenly I see the creative power beyond what I perceive in different seasons, when walking, when driving. I recite the blessing over natural phenomena, or I just thank God often during the year. I also feel God's presence in moments of human contact-with students, with friends, frequently with family, sometimes even with strangers. Much of human contact is routine, some of it is abrasive. But I have become accustomed to stopping myself and looking at the other- in wonder-and that returns me to God. I sense God, too, when studying and teaching sacred texts. The personal and transpersonal presence of God, in all its forms and varieties, springs out at me from the pages. Religious texts are religious because they embody the presence of God; the rest is art, literature. For me, God is "He." That is the way I experience this presence. This "He" often acts like a "She," if such characterizations can be stereotyped- compassionate, loving, comforting, embracing- but I feel God as He. When I talk about humans, I always use inclusive language. In writing about God, I also use inclusive language so as to include women. But when I talk to God in prayer, I use male-gendered language. It is fuller, more complete, more powerful-for me. Others sense and worship God impersonally, using abstract language and metaphors of detachment. Still others sense and worship God as She, utilizing female-gendered or mixed-gendered language. Those of other religions experience and worship God in all the different modes of human understanding and expression. There is no right and wrong way to experience, talk about, and address God. I understand, and support, my fellow worshipers.

David Blumenthal, Professor of Judaic Studies, Emory University

I believe in a personal God Who listens to our prayers, whether or not He answers them to our satisfaction. I believe divine revelation to be a fundamental principle of Judaism, which I unapologetically affirm. Revelation, as I understand it, is the traditional belief that God has directly communicated with human beings, revealing to them truths about the world and its nature. I accept as a matter of religious faith the biblical claim that God communicated with Moses directly at Sinai, and in so doing made His divine will and commandments known in the wilderness. While I believe that revelation is a central principle of Judaism, I differ from the Orthodox position in that I do not believe that revelation was confined to Sinai or to the biblical period alone. I find it difficult to accept the notion that God's revelation has been restricted to one time or place, or to one historical epoch. Rather, it has been a continuous process, reflected in the teachings of the prophets and the rabbis of the Mishnah, as well as in the thought and writings of a variety of Jewish thinkers and exegetes, medieval and modern, who have shaped Jewish religious thought and rabbinic interpretation throughout the centuries, including our own.

Rabbi David Dalin, Professor of History, University of Hartford

The term "belief" with respect to God is not religiously real to me, being too static and ideational. I understand theology in more relational terms, and am thus more concerned with standing firmly and responsively before the living God-Whose presence is the changing face of persons and things. The dynamic connection that happens at these moments of awareness and commitment is covenantal in a root sense, demanding

both hearing and doing. Sinai is for me the paradigmatic expression of such meetings between God's presence and persons; and Israel's collective response, "We shall do and hear" (Exodus 24:7), is emblematic of the silent or spoken commitments made in relationship to God.  These commitments (accumulated through tradition and personal experience) express my values and obligations. In my understanding, faithfulness to God's reality includes the struggle to keep these values primary in the storm of events. Sinai thus brings the nameless vitality of God into the moral sphere, demanding attentive responsibility.

Michael Fishbane, Professor of Jewish Studies, University of Chicago

The narrow range of physical parameters required of the universe in order to sustain life, the almost infinite intricacy of the human genome, the miracle of birth-all speak, to those willing to listen, of the presence of a heavenly hand. While many in the scientific community have turned on its head the classic argument from design, insisting that scientific description of natural phenomena banishes God from the universe, quite the opposite is true. Were God to run the universe through constant supernatural intervention, He would be the cosmic equivalent of the president of a multinational corporation who spent his time sorting the mail. Instead, the robust functioning of life and human existence so close to the edge of a scientifically much more logical nonexistence should at the very least challenge the core of anyone's disbelief.

Rabbi Barry Freundel, Kesher Israel, Washington, DC

God is not some problem I constitute, but rather that mystery within which I myself am constituted. I believe that God is the author of all moral laws, and of those ritual laws that link me to the sacred rhythms of Jewish time and space. When a ritual conflicts with the ethical teachings of Judaism, that ritual must be altered or abandoned. I believe that God has implanted within us eternal life, and I am bewildered and saddened by the widespread ignorance of this ancient and authentic Jewish belief. The World to Come is not an addition to but an essential part of my belief in God. It is the way the moral equilibrium of existence is restored, the way God's ultimate goodness is affirmed, and the way I am able to sustain the hope that I will not be separated forever from those I have loved.

Rabbi Marc Gellman, Temple Beth Torah, Melville, NY

The alternative to idolatry or worshipful silence is the claim that all characterizations of God are metaphors crafted by human beings.  Metaphors combine to form myths. To the invariable question, "Do we then invent God?" I respond, "No, we discover God and create the metaphors/myths which reflect our varied human experiences of God." My faith is that these experiences are true, not in any objective sense of that term but subjectively, existentially. Our human experiences of God are objectively neither verifiable nor falsifiable. Finally, by myth, I mean not a fiction but rather a structure of meaning whereby human beings make sense of their life-experience. However "broken," that myth remains very much alive for me. Much of the complex metaphorical system through which Jews have portrayed God remains vital for me. I affirm that God is unique, personal, transcendent; that God cares deeply about human life and history; that God has entered into a special relationship with the Jewish people; and that God creates, reveals, and will ultimately redeem. These metaphors flow from our ancestors' varied experiences of God in nature, history, and in their individual lives, and they have in turn continued to inform the experience of generations

of Jews to this day.

Rabbi Neil Gillman, Jewish Theological Seminary

When seen from the viewpoint of unity, that whole of being is called Y-H-W-H (or that old pagan-rooted and misleading word "God," if you must). When seen from the standpoint of our fragmented daily existence it is called Ha WaYaH, meaning "existence.”  I do not know a Fellow or a Force "out there," beyond the world in some quasi-spatial sense, Who creates, reveals, redeems. But I do believe there is a deep consciousness that underlies existence, that each human mind is a part of the universal Mind, and that the Whole is sometimes accessible ("revealed") to its parts. The One of which I speak is transcendent, in that it is infinitely elusive and mysterious, while yet being deeply immanent, present throughout the world to those whose eyes are open. In ways I do not claim to understand, Universal Mind is also Universal Heart; we reach inward toward it by emotional openness as well as by contemplative detachment. Awareness of this underlying and all-pervasive oneness of being leads me to feelings of awe and wonder, to a desire to be present to it always. In an act of faith that does not seem far-fetched, I assert that the One also seeks to be known and recognized by the many; "my" longing is a reflection of "its" longing, as "my" mind is a fragment of "its" Mind. It thus causes the impulse within us to need religious expression and to create forms through which we will attain deeper knowledge and awareness of the One. In that sense you may say that the essential forms of our religion are "revealed": they are our human creative response to the divine presence that makes itself known within us.

Arthur Green, Professor of Jewish Thought, Brandeis University
Did God reveal all the commandments, even those unfair to women? I do believe there have been events of divine revelation, and that my soul was present at Sinai, but I also realize the crucial distinction between the word of God and the word of men. I have always firmly believed that God would never forbid me to be counted in a minyan, a prayer quorum, or to lead the prayers, but rather that such prohibitions express

the will of some human beings. What we have may be the Judaism of men; we need the Judaism of God. For many feminists, classical Jewish teachings about God are onerous. The overwhelmingly male imagery of God is intrinsically tied to notions of divine transcendence and omnipotence, they argue, and overcoming patriarchy means a radical alteration of Jewish theology. While such objections may be valid, I do not find divine transcendence and omnipotence the most salient features of most classical Jewish theology. On the contrary, rabbinic and medieval texts more often present God as engaging in empathic resonance to

human suffering than as an omnipotent ruler of the universe. Expressions of God's inner emotional life abound, reinforcing precisely the sort of theological expressions encouraged by feminism.

Susannah Heschel, Professor of Jewish Studies, Case Western Reserve University

I live with the tension of both believing and not believing, recognizing that I will probably never resolve it. I grew up at a time when Jews rarely spoke about God, and theology, it was said, was not a Jewish pursuit. That has changed now, and God-talk is everywhere. Much of that talk seems to me New Age "spirituality" translated into Jewish life. But not all. I envy those people whose souls are truly in love with God, and I admire those engaged in serious explorations into the nature of divinity. Still, I am more comfortable performing mitzvot, the deeds and commandments of the tradition, than analyzing their origins, and most comfortable studying our sacred texts. But how perform and why study without perfect faith? The traditional answer is that from the doing will come the believing. Mine is that-aside from the moral laws in the Torah-I try to keep those practices that have most defined the Jews as a people through the ages. These include the Sabbath and dietary rules, the festivals and life event rituals. Jews have lived by these laws and customs for thousands of years, and too often died for them.  How dare I ignore them?
Francine Klagsbrun, columnist, Moment Magazine and The Jewish Week
For me, God is both transcendent and immanent, incomprehensible and knowable. Ignorance does not deprive me of a sense of relationship. God is a verb and not a noun, an ineffable presence that graces my life with a daily touch of eternity. I have no doubt that the Sabbath is a foretaste of the world-to-come. The holy is found through the medium of community and commandments.

Ismar Schorsch, Chancellor, The Jewish Theological Seminary

I believe that the experience of Sinai established the authority of the Torah, both written and oral, for the community of Israel, including all later generations of Jews. Because I accept the authority of the Torah, I am obligated to believe in God, in the traditional teaching that the Torah is from heaven, and in the binding nature of all the commandments. As Maimonides classified it, belief in God is a positive commandment of the Torah and a proper subject of prescription. I infer from this that belief in God is not solely a matter of faith or personal religious insight, and therefore need not be confined to those who have been granted the gift of a religious personality. Rather, belief can in part be willed and is conditioned by religious practice.

Suzanne Last Stone, Professor of Law, Cardozo Law School
Central to our struggle as Jews is the obligation to distinguish those parts of our inherited tradition that continue to have meaning from those that do not. This struggle can only take place authentically in the context of Jewish community, which provides the essential experiences that shape our inheritance of Judaism, our consciousness, and our intuition. It is the community that provides a sense of continuity and the fundamental context for the development of Jewish identity. It is also the community that as a collective can point toward the divine and make moral and spiritual demands upon its members. I very much feel the presence of the divine in nature, in community, and in the workings of my own heart. It is up to us to seek God, however, because God is not a divine person Who intrudes in our life or makes individual decisions, but rather the unifying dimension of our reality that is the ground of meaning and morality.

David Teutsch, Past President of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College

1. Do any of these texts give voice to your own feelings about God?  Which one(s) and why?
2. Authorship aside, do any of the texts seem to reflect the stance of any particular religious denominations?  What role does belief in God play in practical application in Jewish life?  How does our sense of God influence our actions?
3. Have you ever experienced God’s presence?  What is it about those moments which makes them conducive to experiencing God?  Are there ways in which we can craft our lives to be more receptive to experiencing God’s presence?

4. What level of confidence do you have in your belief?  Can we live in the breach between knowing and not knowing?  Are our lives more dependent on our questions or our answers?
