
WHAT 00 WE MEAN WHEn WE SPEAI< OF GOD? 

Science teaches that we live in a universe which is constantly interacting w-ith 
itself. It teaches that there are certain basic elements which interact with 
certain other elements in such a way that growth and decay are taking place incessantl~ 
To understand the physical universe, we are told by the scientists, you must to 
understand the basic~ and forces which are constantly at work in the world aroun d 
us. 

Students of the human mind and personality, would have us understand that man is 
constantly interacting with himself. They teach us that there are certain basic 
drives and potentialities within men which interact with each other in such a way, 
that, within the single individual, growth takes place in one area of his being, and 
decay in another. To understand man, we are told, you must ccxne to underatand the 
basic components of his personality, and the~ which determine his actions and 
reactions. 

In Judaism, we are also concerned with law. While the pagans, and even the Greeks, 
thought of the gods as those who ruled by whim, the Israelites insisted that the 
universe was a plan which emanated from specific, divine, decisions, known as Torah. 
One of the major contributions of the Israelites to the knowledge of the world, is 
not an isolated fragment which comes into being by virtue of the sudden decision 
of a fanciful deity. The notion of "history' ·, of a meaningful continuity of 
events on this earth, is an original Jewish viewpoint. It was the Jew, who tau ght 
that life could be reasonably certain for man, if he could ascertain th e law~ of 
God, and appl y the m in the solution of his problems. 

Judaisffi, as reflected by the Psal~ter, and the authors of Genesis, is concer ned 
with God's physical laws, but the focus of Judaism, is upon three kinds of law: 
the law governing the relationship between God and man; the law upon which society 
is based; and the law governing the relationship between man and man. Each of 
these three kinds of law, is included in that grou p of laws that we Jews ca ll Tora h . 
Thes e 1 aws Sf..>el 1 out the accumulated wi sdon, of Jews in understanding how n;an 
interacts with God, and with his fellowr ;an. Since the Jews have lived lon g , and 
have gleaned the best of many cultures, their Torah reflects not only their own 
genius, but the contributions of the sages of many times and lands. 

God, as Judaism understands him, is the source of the laws operatin g within ~an 
and all around him. With God, is the seat of ultimate decision. Fror:. Him, 
derive the d'varim, the words or commands which set in motion the laws. For 
Judaism, then, prayer cannot be an effort to have God break the flow of the 
operatin9 law. Prayer for us is not an appeal for a sudden intervention that 
will halt the flow of the natural. Prayer, in Judaisn ., is the attem pt of th e 
worshipper, to contact God, i.e., to plumb to the source of law, to attain t o 
the seat of decision. It is an attempt to discover the law that operates, so 
that in applyin g it, we may solve our problems. In this sense, prayer is a 
part of the learning process, and a part of the conduct that follows learnin g. 
For us, prayer is not iso l ated from learnin g and deed. 
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When the Jew prays, he does not seek a mystic flash from God. He seeks a 
present insight which is consistent with all that has happened before, (the 
experienced past), and consonant with the plan for the future. In the trial 
of the moment, the Jew prays to be able to find that part of the jig-saw 
puzzle which will inake the entire puzzle take fuller shape and more understanda bl e 
form. He seeks the thread of meaningful continuity. For this reason, the prayer 
aood for the Jew, is best created by a review of man's past associations wi th God, 
and a study of man•s role in the purposeful plan for the future. Proper l y, then, 
the Jew prays in a manaer in which the present proble m is viewed, not in iso l ati on, 
but in the context of many similar problems. This is one of the reasons that 
prayer in the synagogue, seems almost to ignore the problen ~ of the specific 
moment, except as to include it in the context of historic searching. In t he 
synagogue service, it may see r;i that the present problems of the worship per ar c 
completely ignored, for the concentration seems to be on reviewing the pur pose 
of creation, the historic mission of the Jew. his past problems. and the genera l • 
problerr:s of al l human beings in the light of the working towards the messia nic 
future. Surely, by placing his proble m in the midst of such a context, th e 
worshi pper has his pain lessened, and his hope heightened, for, above a l l, he i s 
not a l one. 

The Jew who see ks the so lution to a persona l proble m, prays first to attu ne 
himself to the proper pathJ he seeks the divinely indicated way, the Tora h . 
The answer to his prayer is indicated when the worshipper feels an added 
resolve and a sharper understanding of the purposeful ste ps he must now tak e in 
solving his problems. 

In praying, the Jew understands that God hi mself, follows certain laws, not 
only in His actions, but a l so in His being. God, to the Jew, is ''ha-o-s.ner v'- o 'se a " , 
"He who says and does.' ' That is to say, God is ''He, to whom speech and dee d ar e 
one. ·· There is no difference between His Ywrd and His deed. Here again, we 
hav e an insight into an understanding of prayer. Prayer is our way of "Sf.1ea ki ng 
with God.• · But, to God, spea k in g is equal to doin g . Therefore, to enga ge in a 
conversation with God, using words, one must be prepared t o enter int c a mor e 
active relationship also. Part of each prayer, therefore, must be the quest ion , 
"'Lord, what must I do? '' 

Judais m considers ··that the laws which govern God's personality are the laws of 
love, the laws of justice, and the laws of mercy. The law of love, requires 
givin g , a part of which is creating. So it is that our prayer-book teac hes 
that God created the wor1d because of His 1 ove. It tells us that the fac.t of 
continuous creation, (each day God renews the deeds of creation), is ev i denc e 
of God's continuing love. While any concept of God must necessarily be br oad 
and vague, Jews teach that God is the ultimat e pattern of love and justice. 
Prayer is the ;neans we use to contact that Jiving pattern er reservoir, (for i t 
is not static), in order that we might be refreshed, reinvigorated, and re rr·in dod 
of the image in which we should moul d ourse l ves, for it is our duty to imitate God. 

The Rabbis _, canmenting upon the verse in Genesis, ''Let us make man in OUR 
image .. , taught, God says to every man and woman, ''Let~ make man." n,at is, 
God says to the individua l t "Let us together, you and I, create aaan, for, wha t 
you de, with yourself, is a significant part of the creation ... 
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Prayer, in the Jewish sense, must be based on this premise. Our prayer cannot 
be a lazyrnan's prayer. We must pray, "0 Lord, I accept my role as co-creator 
of syself. I am as yet unfinished and imperfect • . Help me to understand what 
I must do sc that I may labor with You in my own creation.•· Prayer 1s the 
search for the best means to help oneself, following the pattern, (reserv oir) , 
that one understands as God. 

The reference to God as a pattern can be misleading, for we can possibly conclud e 
that the pattern is fixed and frozen. Similarly, the reference to God as the 
source of law, and the affimation of the fact that man and the universe OiJerate 
on the basis of law, can lead one to conclude that "God set the world in moti on . 
Now it operates on the basis of law. What's God doing now? " Indeed, there ar c 
many who believe that God is simpl y some kind of ' 'First Cause " , and now the 
universe operates as a wonderfully efficient mechanism, much like some kind of 
super-univac. Any scientist knows, however, that the best mechanical device 
breaks down and must be occasiona ll y corrected. The best watch occasional l y 
decreases in accuracy, and must be re-woun d and tuned. At worst, we cou ld say 
that God continues to wind the watch of th e world when it runs dc-Nffl, but th is 
is not at a ll our understanding of God. 

Perhaps we can understand Judais m's reference to the living law, if we cons ider 
the laws as an emanation from God. They are part of his living being, in th e 
same sense that the rays of the sun are not the sun, and yet they represent the 
living presence of the sun. The rays of th e sun are the heat and light, th e 
energy force, which derive from the sun. They are not the sun, but they have 
no existence apa~t from the sun. If we blot out the sun, there is no heat er 
light on earth, no day and no growth. On the other hand, if the sun does not 
give out its rays, it is not at al l th e sun, it becanes scrr.ething else again! 
In other words, while the rays are coople te l y dependent on the sun and have no 
being apart fra n it, they are an essential part of the sun's being, and the sun 
would be somethin 9 eise again entirely if it di d not project these ra 1s. 

Even so does Judaism understand God's Torah·, which we Refon n Jews be lie ve 
is woven int o the fabric and bein g of the universe, althou gh v,e have on!y 
imper fect ly understood and recorded this Torah so far. His laws reflect God's 
living and continuin g presence. They are not God, but they reflect His l ov ,2, 
justice, forgiveness. They hav e in then i , the qualities and characteristics and 
power of God. They are not mere1y a mechanistic representation of !-!irr.. They 
derive continua ll y frcr ;: Hi~ as the sun's rays continua ll y derive fr orr th e sun. 

Judai$ ; teaches that one of the aspects of God's nature is that he consi ders 
himself boun d by law. The natura l response to this suggesti on, is to as ~, 
"Does this mean that God himself, is confined? That there are things He 11.ay 
or may not do?' ' fiistorica] Judaisrr is based on the fact that God made a 
covenant, an agree ment with Israel, to which He is bound, as welJ as t\Jrs el ves . 
It is perha ps this assurance that Cod is with hi m that has enabled the Jew t o 
survive his many hardships. The meteoric rise of the Jew in modern Israe], as 
in other eras, after a severe holocaust, is rooted in the Jew's belief tha t 
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the powers of God are Iii th hia, and that there is al•ys .. another chance." 
The Jew considers that he has never been alone in his troubles. God has 
always been with him. The conviction of the J• that God cannot •~ His 
pact with the Jewish people, is part of our understanding of tbe nature of God. 
He is a God of covenant • 

. We understand that this law applies alao to God's relations with unkind, and 
even wl th the universe. Jeremiah speaks of the divine covenant w1 th the st.rs 
.and the heavens. Genesis speaks of the covenant ude with Noah not to destroy 
the world. The concept of covenant ls part of the Jewish understanding that 
God rules man and the world by law, but he is not beyond the law. He, too, is 
bound by the covenant, because it is part of ltis being. It is part of His 
decision, His creation. 

Judaism teaches that. a.s we attellpt to learn the .laws operating in the universe, 
as we cane into knowing contact w1 th these laws, we are, in effect, contacting 
God. When we attempt to apply these laws, especially llhen we attetnpt to act 
them out, ln terms of love and justice, we are working with God, identifying 
with Him, sharing His being, and aaking ourselves in His image. 

h might say that there are several steps in the process of imitating God, and 
thus expressing our own divine nature. First, is the step of discovery. In this 
step, we seek to learn the nature of God. That is, we seek to discover, not 
only the details of His creation, but, also. the basis on which lt operates, the 
fundamental law. After we discover the law, it is necessary for us 1x> apply 
t.he ln, so, the second step is application, or work. As we live out the law or 
apply it, we make ourselves in its image; we becane like God, whose nature is 
expressed in the ln. Over and aver again, our Bible insuucts, "Thou shalt 
love and fear God •••• and perform His laws ". 

For Judaism, then, prayer is in large part, the search for the God behind the 
law, who 1s revealed through His law, whether that law ls expressed in the 
processes of the physical universe, in the of aan, or, in human society. 
Prayer is a search, not so much for a ayst i cal experience, as for a ,ay.,, a 
plan, a path, a guide to conduct. For .Jews, the mystical experience is a by-
product of the searchJ it is not the goal of the search. For Jews, part of 
t.he answer to prayer is the learning of the direction in ~ich we must a-ove to 
solve our problems. If, in our search, in our learning and discovery, we can 
discern the indicated path of behavior that leads to the fuller life, we know 
that we have carauned wl th God, and we know further that He sha 11 continue 
·to walk with us along the higher path that we choose to take. The God-contactin g 
experience does not end with the conclusion of the prayer, be it meditation or 
verbalization. The fellowship with God continues t.hrough the dedicated 
conduct that the prayer inspires. Prayer, and Torah-guided activity, are part 
of one continuing process. He .tio walks with the living laws, wlks with the 
living God. As it is written in Genesis, "And Abraham waUc&d with God ••• 
because be hearkened to His voice." 
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