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Recently, I made a trip to one of our State Universities to hold a 
discussion with some of our young peopleo One yaung man, at a 
pause in the discussion, braced himself and proclaimed in a militant 
manne r, "I don't believe in God!" Unfortunately, for this young 
man, I, as a former atheist, took his declaration all too calmly, 
and I replied with a simple question, "Which is the God in which 
you don't believe?1I I have learned from my own days of revolt 
and groping that every mature beli8v0r must first be a non-beli8ver. 
No one can develop a higher concept of God without first discarding 
his childhood concept of God. Much to th e dismay of our young 
collegiate atheist, I congratulated him on his stage tif development 
and asked him to describ~ the God he was discarding. When he had 
d~fined a most primitive concept CJf God, I repliDd, "I, too, am 
atheistic with resp~ct to that ide a of God, but what about Einstein's 
idea of God who is the mast~r planne r of the universe , the author 
of laws that can be demonstrated mathematically? Do you know 
enough~' " I askod the young man g~nti.y· , "to say that Einstein is 
all wrong? And what about Spinoza's idea that God lives through 
man? What about Dr. Whiteh8ad's idea of the God who is both 
outside of and dwelling within the world. and what about the 
Hasidic idea of the divine seed in every mann or what about the 
ide a of the Jewish mystics who taught that God himself is growing 
and becoming?" Of course , the young man did not know enough 
about these God-ideas to reject them. His atheism was limited 
to the rejection of the God of his childhood whom he had outgrown. 
Most atheists fall in this categoryo But what about our believers? 

I 

Arc they so bril.liant as to hav~ a d e tailed knowle dge which is 
hidden to others? It seems to mc.that any thinking and open 
minded person must S3.y, 1'1 do not know exactly what God is"" If 
a person says to you that he can define God precisely, then,he 
is an arrogant man; and if he says, "I know there is not God", 
then, he is a foolish p8 rson. A thinking p~rson who has integrity 
can only say with the King of Siam in the Rogers and Hammerstein 
play, "It is a puzzlement" II Or h~ must say with Job, "Thy ways , 
O,Lord are beyond my understanding"o 

To believe in God because one knows exactly what God ' is does not 
require faitho Faith is believing when all the evidence is not 
yet known 0 Even though I am a Rabbi, I would not pretend to tell 
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you exactl}' what God is, yet I could say with the poet I "I have 
felt a presence that distllrbs me with the joy of elevated thoughts; 
a sense sublime of something ...... whoSE:; dwelling is the light of ..J 

the setting sun, and th~ round ocean and the living air.oooand 
in thG mind of man: a motion, and n spirit that impels all thinking 
things.a.a.nd rolls thro~gh all thingsoo."o The opening words 
of the poet's declaration are tho key words; "1 have f01t a 
presence that disturbs rno with the i2.:i of elevated thoughtso 0" ". 

Some of you will immediately see the contradiction in that phrase, 
"a disturbing pr85cnC8 that givE:s jo"y' 0 ., .0" To believe in God 
m2ans that you arc! constantly disturbed by things as they are in 
the world I yet, at th(; same time, you aro capable of joy 0 To believe 
in God means th~t yo~ can separate out lif'j's blessings and still 
be impelled to remove thG imp~rfcctions of the world. We might 
say that the beli~vcr has a noble rGstlessness in his contentment. 
In the religion of the future, rn2ant for cd~catod and rational 
men in a scientific age, we will not be so arrogant as to define 
God precisely or to deny him complotcy. Thu religionist of 
tomorrow will be a searcher for the grGatar truth, and he will 
understand that in his cQQmitoant to the search lies his religiosity. 

In seeking to ~xplain wh:x' they are not religious some people say, 
"I simply don I:t believe in miracles o I don't b8lievG the world 
was created in six days, nor do I believe that Moses parted the 
Red Sea with his wand, nor do I beliove that Joshua made the 
sun stand still"~ rro this complaint, I would say, "I don't 
believe in these so-called miraclBs either, for this concept of 
miracle belongs to an Garlier age, yet I am a belidver in miracles." 
I do not doubt that the story of Moses and the Red Sea is a mixture 
of lagend and history_ As such, the story do~s not describe a 
miracle; it only t~aches us that ancient man liked to add a little 
spice to hiS history;, but, on thQ other hand, a miracle did take 
place under the leadership of Moses in Ancient Egypt. The miracle 
was that tens of thousands of Egyptian slaves dared to revolt 
against their masters and had the faiLh to cross a desert filled 
wi th l1ukl.lOWlJ dnngers in search of their freedom. I am not so 
~mpressed by Joshud's attempt to manuuvcr the sun, if, indeed ,the 
text suggests that, but I do think it is a miracle that the SUD . 

rises every day without fail. I do think it is a ~iracle that the 
earth revolves around the sun, yet is not suckod into it, nor 
docs the earth fly off into space. I think it is a miracle that I 
can spea~ and you can h8ar me o I think it is a miracle that the 
heart continuously pumps tho blood around the body" I think it is 
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a miracle that the body turnf: food into ~':;l1crgy and growth; it is 
a miracle that the body has healing pow(~rs built into it 0 Moses 
may not be a magician, but God certainly is, and not because he 
breaks into his system of laws to violat~ them, but because he 
has cr~~atcd laws which work precisel).:' and cont in:.louslyo To those 
who have a primitive concept of religion, a miracle is a change 
in the natural course of thingso Ira tt~ pe..rsun who sees the world 
as a magnificent ordering, as Einstein did and as Moses did, its 
miraculous nature is reflected in its math~matical precisiono God 
is not 1888 God because he is a s~per-sci8ntist. Indeed, only a 
scientist can begin to understand the infinits care and attention 
paid to the smallest detail of our univers8. 

Some people content that th8Y are not religious, because they find 
it difficult to believe in fate. I don't beli~ve in fate, eitharo 
One of the basic themes of our Bible is that there is no blind fate 
which is superior to tte law of God. Only the Greeks gave such 
honor to fatt:;. For them, e ven the gods \t·: ~~~ r '? slJ.bject to the whims 
and fancy of fate. Cur Yiddish grandmoth~rs W2r8, in one sense, 
more Greek than Hubraic, for they spoke frequenlty of "bescherte, 
fate"o If a baby died, thoy comfort~d themselves with th~ 
e}~pr(:)ssion, lilt was bescb6.rte, fated". It a lL1an acquired tuber
culosis or went blind, lilt W3S besche::rte, it was slated to be"o 
This is basically an un-Jewish notion, and the concept of bescherte has 
no place in the religion ' of the futur~. In one sense, the world 
can be compared to a bowling alleyo IT't .. ··) borde rs of the alley 
represent the limitations built into tha world by its creatoro 
If we throw the bail too far to one side, th0 ball will richoche 
and go the opposit~ wa~" , ;::ontrary to o ~'~r directiono In other 
words, what we are able tCI do in the world is limi ted by' the 
world as God has giv(;l1 it to us~ but th c r8 i::.:.: a large area where 
we do control thingso The pins r8present the ~roblems and 
obstacles in the world. How many pins W2 known down doesn't depend 
on fate or on the builder of the bowling a~ley but on our developed 
skill and determinationo '30d gives Uf~ th e world with many 
opportuni.tius and some limitationso H;)w Vol€. play th8 game of life 
is substantially up to U8 0 

Similarly, 
God willed 
defective .. 
g (:?; -c killed 

where a man drives an auto into a tre e, it is not because 
it, but becaus'2, th(= man wa c. 112g1igent, or the car was 
Nor does God d~cide in advance which soldier shall 

and which survi.ve. War io noc merely an attack on man, 
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it is an attack against God,for th~ ve r y r~ason that . al l orde r and 
decency arc suspende d.. vJh e ru chance and accide nt reign unch ~2 ckf: d, 

as on the battle fi e ld, Gu d S8ems t o b e amon 3th0 missingo I t is n~ 
wonde r that so m3.ny wh o h c!ar of th ~! bO .'t"rQ:S of the Ge rman concen
tration camps ask, "Whe r e was God at Atlschwitz .? " Th ..a only answe r 
s eems to be, "H.3 W·3.S b ,.:. in.] cremat~d".. Of c ours(·!, it is disturbing 
to us to think that God doe s not control e v e rything. It is 
frightening to think/ 8v~n for a s~con~ that God, too, can be 
victimiz~d, but tho alternative s to bc li~ving this ar8 e ven mora 
frightening. Ono alt e rnative is to bclie~0 that God de sire~ th e 
event s at Auschwitz for soma unknown cosmi c purpose . frhc othe r 
alt e rnative is to bl.<iic v 2 that God wa s indiff8r8nt to what happe ned 
there . Na ithc r o f th e s e alt e rnative s are compat ible with my ida a 
of God .. 

Some ye ars ago, I kn~w a Catholic \<lo~an ~.Nho h a d r;.~~ ach 8d h >2 r 
forti 8th ye ar without giving birth b .J he r firs t childo Aft e r 
visiting all tho C3.thl) lic shrin(;! s in 1-\r.18 rica and Eur ;.Jp~, she 
finally gave birth to a pre cious bOy 9 This truly unusual " 
young man di8d a t the age of nine of a r~r0 disease. Wh e n the 
prie st told the woman that God had takc:n h e r son for some unknown 
heavenly purpos0 , it was more than she c ould b e ar. She l e ft the. 
church and abandon8d he r b e liGf in God. Someon~ s c nt the woman 
in to see me, and I said to her, "Mary, I am c8rtain that God 
did all H l:;;! eQuId do to save your child, and wr.l~:n rIe fa 11(:;;:d, His 
grie f was eve n greate r than yours. Know th3t your trage dy is 
share d by Him"o Someh ow, Mary was ab18 t u liVe with this kind of 
faith and with this kind of Godo 

God is far gr~at er than any of us can imagin0 1 b~t he doe s not 
control e verything. H8 is cre~t or of galaxies and atoms, 
inve ntor of lungs that bruathe and minds that think· He is with 
us in our loving and giving, yes , and H~ fails with us and share s 
our trage die s. Oth8rwis8 , if God controllGd e ve rything, we would 
be like puppets on a string/and He would b (;) th ;.~ puppeteer.. Th e 
greate st gift t hat God has giv~n us i s o ur frcodom, freedom from 
His complet e; contrai, 8D tbat W0'.; can forge our own charact e r 
throug-h trial and 8rror, and,thus gr,:)w in ncbilityo Be cause we 
have this freedom to h81p or harm ourse lve s and each other, we 
have accidents, wars, and concentrat i on camps, but we -also have 
love, accomplishments, and sbaring.. The world is as it is, with 
its mixture of good and evil, sadnes s 3nd joy , because God wants 
us as a partner and not as a puppet. The r e ligion of tomorrow 
will teach tho partnership of man and God in pe rfecting our 
imperfect worldo 



The Heligion of th~ FJ.t u X'f) 

Page 5 

Some people cont e nd tha t thGY ar2 not r e ligious ~ecause ' they 

d on't believa in h e aven ~nd h e ll, and b e cause th a y d0n't b e lieve 4 

in life aftGr ~"1fi!(:;i't:b .. I d ::;n' t b~liev~~ in h 8 11 0 1 ther, e xcept as 
man \;::xperic nces i.t her..::.: on 2arth 0 On tho oth cJ I:" hand, if we don It 
have some bode rstanding 0 f th~ ongoingne ss of 1if0 , some under-
standing of th e continuity of ' human 8 ffort, the~ the hell 
here on earth will b8com~ unbearab12 .. The r~ ligion ot tomorro w 
can hardly t (:;; ach of h e ll. in the n Gxt world, for how can we reconcile 
the concept 1)£ thG g')l)dn ,::; ss uf God with thE: ~:xistence of a fiery 
placQ wb e r e God wait s S:r.'; ::!cdily to punish those who have erredo 
S:.lch a God, in my opini t)i1, wO!lld be .not God, but devil. Surely, 
men Buffer enough h e r o a n 0arth that th ~y don't neod to look 
forward tu further and gre ater punishmento I am happy to say 
that Judaism has never made a dogma of th~ folktal~ s of Ge h e nna. 
While th8 Christian ch~rch is fOQnde d on the doctrine of punishment 
for thG sinner in the world to c ".)me I th e idea of h >3 11 has always 
b ec!n somi;Jw'hat out si.de G:t: the main str(;;)am of Judaismo Indee d, our 
Bible doe s na t ~van m~ntion h~llo I 3m s u r 8 that most of you 
have heard the stor~; of 3. grO\lp vf Je:W8 who camL: to th8 gates 
of h e aven only to b~ told by thtJ care tak8r that while they 
d~served to e nte r h 6 3ve n, they wo uld hav8 to wait until new living 
quarters were "bui.lt" 'wh t:; r .:; WE!r~ thl;-':Y t ·.) wait? In the domain 
b e low - in had~ so Aft ~ r th ~y had sp~nt alrn~st a week in hell, 
so the story g':) (;:8, th;_: d\;~!vil dcsp0rate12' cal.l€ d the care taker 
in he avorl and plc;ad2 d wi th him to tak2 a~]ay his J awSa "Why lI, 
ask;3 c1 th !:;j carct3l<,---::r I I'W;":; agreed that y ou woul.d k o(; p them 
t ~mporarily for two we eks II 0 "\~,.} ll", r o pli8d Satan, "I refus'3 
to kee p them any lJngera They 've b~~n h8re only one week and 
alr~ady th~·'y have air-conditioned th -J placu! 1\ I likE~ this little 
story which d ·') 8 S n C) t ,Jv c n have the status of a i e g e ndo I like 
its mood, which t -.::: achds that th e function of a J ew is to try to 
r21ic ve man a f his suffering, to air- condition a world made too 
oppre sivc by pOv0rty and waro 

Wh(;n I have told church groups about th8 J ewish attitude 
towards hell , I hav~ oft>2n bc~!n a.sked, "If we arGl1' t going to 
hell whGn we'r8 bad, th~n, why b u good?" Tv which I reply, in 
the spirit of th;.-.;; Book of Job, "For the; sak8 of being g()od, or 
to make man's stay on th i. s Garth somewhat less burde:nsom8 , tD 
bring God' s pre sen~(.;':: mor·~ fully into the world II 0 
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As for the continuity of human effort and lif~ after death, 
the religion of tomorrow can scarcely abandon this hopeu Of 
course, I do not believe in a physical h~avGn. I don't b~li8ve a 
th8rr.:-; is a w3y-station in the sk .. :i with blink.ing n~()n sign 
I:'2ading "H(~.::tv(;!n:l, nor d·.:, I b:,)liev~~ in tb8 presence of individual 
sc)uls with sings flap?ing ar.)und 2l.n1ang tb8 stars.. As Robert Nathan 
has said 5·: ... well in bis :-.iov·~:: l by th~.! same nam:.:;, I/;rhere is another 
heaven". Thar8 is a h8avcn oth~r than that sanitary placG 
r~s~rv~d for peoplE: of ,, ·'::X~l.lplary s '21f-c;:)ntroJ... Thl!re is the 
heaven of sharing, in which W0 participat8 wh~n~v~r we h~lp 
someone in Ih;)~do Thcr.::; is the h~av':';ll uf lovin9 in which w",,; 
p3.rticipato wbcnE;vor we freely giv~) ,.)f (.Jur5~:li1 ;~s to anoth~r 0 'rhere 
is th~ h(~avon of gr.:\titude, in which W(=J particip~t0 wh2n(.;v:.j;:' 
W(~ arc keenly awar:8 ()f the mnny gifts we r~c~iv,:::.: j'llst by b~ing 
born 0 Th8re is thc~ hO ~'lv ,::; n i.)f gi.ving bi.rth tl) c ·r;ild.r~n, GO th~t we 
stand quivering at th~ sid~ of GOd,218 at th ,~ mGt110nt whBn th8 
world was first cr~atGdo Ther8 is th0 heaV0n of teaching grand 
ideas and techniques to those! wh::-t ar:~;! youn91 so that W8 transmit 
to futur~ gent!rations th..:~ wisdom and 3.ccompliDbm2nts of th.:~ past, 
and in this handing d.:)wn,wc liv8 for ~.\v ',: r. W8 .i.iv.:: in idGa, in 
spirit,and in rcalityo Th~'n, I b\~:l.i.c:v..), th c: r~~ is sti.ll:lnoth8r 
kind of heaven I which I call simply' I th.0 r;.;;turn. For I b8li8vG 
that each of us is like a riv~;: r whi.ch C ·:)tn;;':! S from th~~ ocean of 
lif8 that we call God: h;ld :::lft(::r ,)ur bri..::f flowing in this world, 
after we die, we r;aturn Jeo that OC'I2T::). Must a3sur~dly, a r 8 turn 
to the ocaan is not d Gath for th~ rive r, but more like hBaling 
for those who have bCE:n ~ll, m·.)r8 lik.~ r...::st is for those who have 
been weary, more liko r0invigor.:ltio!1 is for thosl.;; who corne to 
what seems to be an ~..:ndi '.~g.. If CUI' wa.t(;;rs arE.; int(!r-mingled with 
the m'kor hayyim, th2 biblical t~rm for th~ r~30rvoir of life, 
how can we ~~v~r CC?lse t·:.; b0? 

On thE; holiday of Simchat 'rorah I which will 80'.)n be upon us 
as tho last daydf. Succot, w~ do an interesting thing in the: 
s y nagogue. Inste.ad of reading onE:~ J..8SBDn from the Torah we 
read twoo W~ take out ~wo Torahs, ()n8 turne:d to thtJ very encil, 
and ane turned to the vary beginningo In one breath8, the reader. 
tells the story at the ~nd of th~ Book of Dcuturonomy, the story 
of th~ death of MOSGs, and in the sarna breath our tradition says, 
the r0ader must b(;;!gin the st '.Jry of Gcn~sis, 1I1n the l'Qginning, 
God crcat8d the heavens and th-.:: earth '1. "Death II, says our 
tradition, "is but a r~turn to the b~ginning"", The religion of 
tomorrow will ne~d a du~tri.ne of th~ j.nt~r-cJnnect0dnoss of 
the generat ion ~ dnd a c('lnc(~f't nf. dpi .ri t ual Dn-goingnt:Jss. 
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Surely, some of you hav 2 r~c0gnizod that in d0scribing the 
religion of tomorrow, I have si~ply b0GD talking about R~ forrn 
Judaism.. 1~1J. of:: thGfjS: tbings l I b..Jli8Vc D d W., All of these 
things Dt.lr cor,;ljrugation !:0a(;h~~· s.. .. ~"r::: t.3ach thu sacl:'~dn~Jss of 
tha pros~nt, tho critical natura of th8 present opportunity 
which, if not firmly grasped, .is fo:revcr lost., 

V~'i;:! teTlch tha'b whun \v8 a.ct at our bOGt I w::.-, part i c ip.J.te in the 
divin8 natur8. We teach that God d02 S n~t chooso to have 
us e,t :1.nd j, 0.1'1 by while Ho stcE: rs th ;·~.; \..;orld, no!.' docs H·,;;; wish 
us to st0er wildly wi~hout rGf~rcnc~ to His courS0~ What He 
sec ks from us is a partn~r~hip, so that HG can livd through 
us, and we through Him~ 


