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    Preface


    The theological essay that follows represents an entirely new direction for me as a Jew and scholar of Judaism. It might well differ in style and substance from any work about faith that you have read. Let me explain at the outset what I want to accomplish in Seeking the Hiding God, and why I chose to write the book in the way I did.


    We’ve all been changed by the multiple upheavals that have overtaken America and the world during the past few years. The combination of the COVID-19 pandemic, unparalleled polarization in our nation’s politics, heightened attention to poverty and racism, the arrival of AI, and increasing evidence that global warming will soon prove catastrophic for much of humanity, has altered the way we think about a host of matters great or small. Faith has been sorely tested. In my case, the transformations that convulsed our lives with the onset of the pandemic were superimposed upon a professional transition that significantly altered my life’s course. In 2020, I stepped down after thirteen years as the leader of a major religious institution—the Jewish Theological Seminary of America (JTS)—and began a year-long sabbatical. Leaving behind a calendar filled with appointments six days a week from morning to night, I found myself with unscheduled time in which to read, think, write, and dream. I decided early on—even before turning the page in my career—that what I most wanted to do in the year before reaching the age of seventy was to give myself an accounting of what I believe about God.


    The irony of that decision was not lost on me. I had been studying other people’s thoughts about God for nearly half a century. I had just led an institution that trains rabbis, cantors, and educators to guide congregants and students of all ages in reflecting on and encountering the divine. I had been living a life marked by regular prayer and ritual observance since childhood. Sustained thinking about God, however, had never been a feature of my religious practice. This is not unusual among Jews, it seems, or among Americans of other faiths. Most people don’t talk a lot about God these days, even—or especially—with life partners, adult children, and close friends. A person might sit beside fellow worshippers in church or synagogue for years without holding a single conversation about what one is doing or experiencing. Similarly, a person might worship without conducting an internal audit of what one does or does not believe.


    American Jews have long been among the least religiously observant and believing of all major religious groups. Jews engage in sustained or fervent God-talk much less than Americans of other faiths; in fact, it is often argued that theology has never been central to Judaism. A recent article on the subject by a noted authority opens with the disclaimer that “the word ‘theology’ is not part of the vocabulary of most Jews, even of [the] most religiously learned.” When Jews have engaged in theology over the centuries, their God-talk usually focused less on God’s nature or workings than on how to seek and serve God. Unlike Christians, who are asked to take a leap of faith for belief in God, Jews—in the words of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, the American Jewish thinker who has had more impact on me than any other—are asked to take a “leap of action.”


    I, too, generally make the action leap more often than the faith leap, in part because I believe that human beings simply are not equipped to know or say much about God. For contemporary individuals and communities, theology is rendered more difficult by the shadow of the Holocaust and the utter disjunction between religious assumptions and claims about ultimate reality and what scientists tell us about the origin and nature of the universe. What can one say credibly from our little spot on a planet that circles a sun that is one of billions of stars in the universe? Can anything cogent be said of God’s involvement in a world that has known multiple genocides in recent memory? What wisdom can an age-old religious tradition contribute that won’t be outstripped by worldviews and technology that change at the speed of light?


    I write about God in this book nonetheless, as theologians plagued by ignorance and doubt have done for many centuries. Like them, I feel impelled to write what I think can be said about the Unsayable, and to do so humbly and truthfully. Unlike many other writers about faith, however, I do not claim special insight into the divine realm. I have little knowledge of God and what I do have is uncertain. I instead offer testimony to a religious life of yearning and desire. I seek a relationship with the God who is far beyond my understanding and bear witness to intuitions of God’s presence in, and impact upon, my life. There are times when I have a strong sense that God is both hiding and seeking—looking for me, as well as for every one of us. I realize in those moments that I, like many other human beings in this and every age, can often not be found when I am needed.


    What could it mean to “love the Lord [my] God,” I wonder, let alone to do so with all my heart, soul, and might, as the Torah commands? I’m not sure, but I try to do so anyway. Unable to affirm many of the truths about God and history stated almost matter-of-factly in the prayer book and in texts such as the Passover Haggadah—and quite certain at times that these claims are false—I nonetheless utter the prayers and observe holidays faithfully. I could not imagine my life without them. Week in and week out, the Sabbath provides meaning, succor, and challenge without demanding doctrinal knowledge or belief in return. I gratefully enter its embrace.


    This lifelong pattern of behavior calls for explanation that I have never before forced myself to provide. After five decades of adulthood, four decades of published scholarship on Judaism and other faiths, thirty-plus years of marriage and parenting, and hundreds of speeches delivered as the Chancellor of JTS, the time has come. None of us knows how much time we have left on earth. At age seventy, procrastination seems especially perilous.


    ******


    Once I decided to face the matter squarely, the question became what form theology could and should take in our day. What could a Jew like me honestly say about God? What truths do I hold? I resolved that four principles would guide my thinking and writing.


    First, my theological reflection would be honest—free of pretense or false pieties—and true to my personal experience of life in the world. I believe that all great works of Jewish theology have been personal in this way, whether or not their authors admitted that fact. In the twenty-first century, it seems more necessary than ever to declare to the reader where one comes from and why. This essay, while by no means a memoir, draws on memories of transformative encounters and events: for example, the birth of my first child, my one-on-one meeting with Rabbi Heschel, or the first Yom Kippur that I marked in Jerusalem. I engage in confession to make the point that theology arises in the midst of life, emerging—in my case at least—from boundary moments and life-altering journeys.


    Second, theology responds to history. Think of the impact on biblical authors of the Exodus and the destruction of Solomon’s Temple. Consider the way that the destruction of the Second Temple by the Romans and the subsequent far-flung dispersion of Jews exercised the rabbinic imagination for many centuries. In our time the impact of history on religious thought is no less obvious. I was born in 1951, three years after the State of Israel and six years after the end of the Holocaust. As a child in an observant Jewish family, I could not help but ponder the juxtaposition of these events with my own existence. As a scholar of contemporary Judaism, the Holocaust and Israel often occupy my mind. I began to write the first draft of these reflections in the months when the world awoke each morning to the latest count of COVID-19 cases, hospitalizations, and deaths. History seemed to be banging on every door, provoking questions about God’s care or indifference that could not be avoided. The knock of history is sounding again as I make final corrections to the galleys of the essay. War between Israel and Hamas continues, eight months and tens of thousands of deaths after it began. What should a religious person think and do about the grave matters that relentlessly confront us? What does God think of these matters? What, if anything, is God doing about them?


    Third, theology should be a pursuit open to every human being rather than, as it so often is, an esoteric domain that requires the equivalent of a PhD in philosophy or religion. Moses Maimonides, perhaps the greatest Jewish theologian of all time, made the reasonable case that one could not make sense of metaphysics or theology, and should not try, without firm grounding in physics and mathematics. If he was right, I am excluded from the theology game, and chances are that you are too. But I refuse to believe serious reflection about God must be limited to a specialized elite. This cannot be what God intended. The Torah speaks repeatedly of God’s desire to be known by us and to have us join with God in covenant. The command to “love the Lord your God” presumes the ability to think seriously about the God we love, even if accurate knowledge and actual comprehension of God are out of the question.


    Therefore, I have sought a conversational voice for my theological reflection—the sort of voice used to discuss complex matters with spouses and friends—and I found that voice by writing letters to and from friends with whom I have talked about everything from religion and politics to children and careers. These letters comprise the prologue to the book and set the stage for the chapters that follow. The epilogue of this essay is a letter addressed to my wife. I imagine myself sitting across the table from trusted conversation partners as I reflect upon the meaning that I find in holidays or themes that are well-known to Jews and non-Jews alike: Passover and redemption; covenants of love and commandment with God and one another; and atonement and forgiveness at Yom Kippur in the face of ritual encounter with sin and death. I believe this is how most people do theology: conversationally, episodically, sometimes with urgent force and at other times with musing curiosity, but never with a finality that puts the question to rest or arrives at answers worthy of formulation in a creed.


    Reading Seeking the Hiding God requires no specialized knowledge. It presumes no Jewish birthright or affiliation and expects no commitment to particular beliefs or behavior. I ask only that readers be willing to join me in thinking seriously about matters that we tend to avoid.


    Finally, I want my theological reflection to contain multiple voices. Almost every major work of the tradition in which I live and think resounds with multiple perspectives, from the Bible and the Talmud, through the great medieval collections of mystical teachings and scriptural commentary, to the outpouring of modern Jewish thought that is my scholarly area of expertise. Philosophers who have attempted to offer exclusive truth about God or Torah have quickly been challenged by other philosophers putting forth different truths. Judaism has thrived on such disagreement and diversity, which will be in full view in my citation of biblical and rabbinic sources that have shaped both my thinking and my life. The prayer books used by every denomination are anthologies, not creeds. Every synagogue includes worshippers who bring a range of belief and doubt much wider than the spectrum represented by the individuals whose voices fill the prologue of this book. Friends, students, and family members holding diverse views have long made essential contributions to my wrestling with belief, doubt, and ritual observance. So, too, have the religious thinkers of multiple traditions whose works I have studied and taught over the decades. The hundreds of Jews who engaged me in honest conversation as I travelled around North America as Chancellor of JTS have left their mark on my thinking as well. I trust that they and other readers of varying conviction and practice will find echoes of their own questioning and doubt in these pages, and perhaps derive benefit from the resolutions at which I have arrived.


    ******


    One question from my travels around North America has occupied me more than any other as I tried to understand what I think about God and how I should live in God’s world. It came during the Q&A following a talk about Jewish tradition and community that I gave one evening at a synagogue in Baltimore soon after assuming the role of Chancellor. From the back row of a very large sanctuary, a teenager quietly but firmly demanded to know something that I too had struggled with since I was his age. “But Professor Eisen,” he asked, “what is true?”


    I do not remember what I said in response. I hope that I had the presence of mind to pass on the words of reassurance and summons that Moses gave in his final address to the Children of Israel, as reported near the end of the Book of Deuteronomy. The good that we are called to do in this life is not beyond reach, even though answers to the ultimate mysteries are not in our hands. We are commanded to choose blessing, choose the good, and choose life—and the ability to make these choices is in our hands. God remains in hiding much of the time, but we sense God’s presence in our lives in any number of ways, including study, prayer, ritual observance, and the performance of good deeds. The work to which we are summoned is more than enough for the time on earth that has been granted us and will require the best effort that each one of us, and all of us together, can bring to it. The Torah points the way. Pursue justice. Practice compassion. Love your neighbors. Stay close to those whom you love and who love you.


    We get by with the help of our friends. Seeking the Hiding God starts and concludes with the voices of people who have taught me for nearly half a century how to hide, seek, and be found.

  


  
    Prologue: 
Correspondence with Friends


    from: Arnie 
to: Adam


    You asked me a few months ago why I don’t stop complaining about evangelical Trump supporters who invoke God’s name to justify bigotry, Haredi Jews who wouldn’t wear face masks at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic because they believed God would protect them from the virus while they studied Torah, and New Agers of all faiths who consider God their best friend and are sure that—unlike my friends, thanks goodness—God never asks them for anything or judges them for wrongdoing. You pointed out that these views of mine are in keeping with what you consider a general grouchiness that expresses itself in dissatisfaction with biased journalism, bad service in restaurants, chitchat at wine-and-cheese parties, and a hundred other things you could name. Then you paused for effect, looked me in the eye as you rarely do, and said: “So why not show us what you think good talk about God should sound like? How about writing your own theology?”


    I’ve been obsessed with that challenge ever since you issued it. Many opening paragraphs have occurred to me in the shower, often following frustrating dreams that don’t seem to be the wish fulfillment that Freud said dreams should be. Last night, for example: I dream that I am expected to chant a portion from the Torah in synagogue that morning. However, nobody told me ahead of time, and I am not good enough at chanting Torah to do it without reviewing the words and musical notation in advance. I go home to get the practice book that includes vowels and notes but realize that my sports jacket has chalk all over it and my pants are sloppy, so I must change my clothes for synagogue. I can’t find an outfit that is suitable. I finally find one and hurry to the subway but I don’t have a Metro card, there is a long line to buy one, but how would I do that in any case, as I don’t spend money on the Sabbath or ride the subway? I woke up greatly relieved; there was no need to stand in line or find clean clothing (the wish fulfillment that Freud promised?). No Torah portion to learn—just this book on theology to write, important relationships and commitments to attend to, and praises and thanks to utter to God. Silence to contemplate in fear and trembling. Am I prepared for any of this?


    Søren Kierkegaard, who has left his mark on me ever since I first encountered his book Fear and Trembling in my freshman year at Penn, wrote thousands of words about the difficulty of writing about God in the modern age, given the particular fear and trembling to which human beings have been subject over the past two centuries. That sentiment is widely shared among writers about God in recent decades, whether Christians like Kierkegaard or Jews like me, though my experience has been that books about faith tend to circle round the matter of fear without facing it squarely. I certainly don’t think Kierkegaard got the Torah’s frightening story of the Binding of Isaac right in Fear and Trembling—perhaps because he was estranged from his father, felt guilty about that for the rest of his life, and therefore read that story in the light and shadow of that cloud.


    I, by contrast, idolized my father in all his incredible ordinariness. (The fact that you knew him well, Adam, heard him play piano, laughed good-naturedly at his jokes, and treasured the fact that he was alive into his nineties, will help both of us understand what I write about God, Genesis, and much else in this book.) Unlike Kier­kegaard (and most ancient and modern Jewish commentators), I never thought that Abraham went up the mountain that day with the equipment needed for sacrifice intending to kill Isaac at God’s command. He loved his son dearly and had received a promise from God that the Covenant would be transmitted through him to future generations. My dad too was named Abraham until he changed it to Alan and shortened Eisenstein to Eisen, at the suggestion of a piano teacher who thought his musical career would advance further with a name that did not sound so Jewish. I am his only son, his “Isaac,” whom he loved dearly. Even as a kid, I knew that he and my mother had both faced numerous tests and trials. More than once they had encountered the angel of God who—unlike the one who tells Abraham to put down the knife—did not come to save.


    Even in moments of hot Oedipal anger, when any excuse to hate my father—as Kierkegaard apparently hated his—would have been welcome, I never believed for a minute that my dad would do such a thing to me. Or would want to. I did not experience him (or God) as hungry for the sacrifice of human life, including mine. So, I have never read the biblical story that way. Abraham would not be asked to sacrifice his blessing and his future in a barbaric act of sacrifice. His God and mine, whatever else He was, would not be that petty or that trite. The God portrayed in Genesis knew well the plots that entertained ancient Near Eastern deities and had entirely new story lines in mind. Abraham was not lying when he told the servant boys in Isaac’s presence, as the two of them prepared to ascend the mountain, that “we will return to you.” Kierkegaard must have thought Abraham lied at that point to spare Isaac from the knowledge that his “Father in Heaven” and his father on earth were about to kill him. I believe Abraham was telling the truth; indeed, the entire Book of Genesis tells truths about the human situation that, if anything, offers more cause for trembling than Kierkegaard.


    I read that story and many others in the Bible as a kind of boulder that blocks the path of anyone who thinks they can ascend to the heights where the secrets of God and Torah might be found. (Jewish tradition identifies the mountain on which Abraham did not kill Isaac as the place where the Children of Israel would one day worship God in the Temple built by Solomon—worship that involved the routine slaughter of thousands of animals.) Far more of God is concealed than revealed on that holy site. Our God often seems to be in hiding and doesn’t want to be found. Fear and trembling remain the lot of human beings, whether God is absent or present. If you think God intervenes to help couples in their nineties bear a child—as He did for Abraham and Sarah—think again. That intervention is as unlikely as God coming down from heaven to destroy a city because the inhabitants are overwhelmingly evil. There’s little chance of averting such an outcome if ten righteous residents can be identified. These stories will not happen in the real world.


    I received that message loud and clear in Hebrew school—a gift that probably prevented the sort of disillusionment with childhood belief that many suffered in early adulthood. The teaching I received continues to preclude any theological claim to have definitive answers to ultimate questions and keeps me from speaking with overconfidence about God. I was not surprised, given my upbringing and experience, to learn that God had not intervened to prevent the Holocaust. I would not have expected God to disarm the gunman who killed my next-door neighbor at the office where he worked, or to save my cousin from drowning at age thirteen. Nor did I feel entitled to explanations of such inaction on God’s part.


    But I was taught by my parents and teachers that there is, nonetheless, Meaning (the capital M became affixed to the word early in my life and has not disappeared) to be found in a life guided by the Torah. An abundance of Meaning, and of pleasure, too, could be derived from studying the Torah’s laws and narratives year after year amid a like-minded Community. (The capital C signifies the seriousness of mutual relation that common study and practice creates among its members.) Accompanied by Jewish commentators from across the centuries and by careful non-Jewish readers of the biblical text like Kierkegaard, one could take part in a conversation that offered great reward in this life and held out the possibility of life in a world to come. That conversation with Torah forms a major part of this essay. I also learned during high school that Jewish theologians had shuttled between faith and doubt long before modern science and the Holocaust posed new challenges to belief and supplied new armories for skepticism. In the company of fellow students and teachers across many generations, I could chart a similar path.


    My final thought at this point in our correspondence concerns the balance of fear, trembling, and faith at which I have arrived after fifty years. I confess that Freud does make it harder to read the Torah without irony or suspicion of self-deception. I can’t separate meat from dairy dishes assiduously, as I do, without hearing the words “obsessive-compulsive neurosis” in my head. There are times when I try to address God in prayer in the traditional formulation—“Blessed are You”—and am interrupted by the authoritative voice of the learned doctor with the cigar, scolding me for indulging in tragic “illusion.” It turns out, though, that Freud had his own father issues to contend with and, being Freud, did not entirely hide them from the reader or deny their impact upon his thinking about religion. I’m grateful to our teacher Philip Rieff for demonstrating how a person can resist Freud even while appreciating his undeniable insight into our modern selves and our reach for faith. If you are going to be a religious believer today, you have to resist the voices of numerous modern Western authorities who maintain that one cannot, in good faith, maintain faith in God.


    You must also be comfortable with a significant degree of uncertainty—a quality of mind to which believers, and especially theologians, are usually averse. Faith is not a yes-no matter, belief or non-belief, God or atheism, truth or heresy, tradition or modernity, religion or science. As with so much else in life, one takes what one can get in the domains of truth and Meaning. If you are wise, as the rabbis taught two millennia ago, you learn from everyone you can—and learn to be satisfied with your portion.


    I think a person of faith must believe that what you most want to be true, what you most desperately need to be true, might actually be the case.


    Anyway, that’s what keeps me going. That and the people I love. Be well.


    Arnie


    from: Adam 
to: Arnie


    Thanks for your letter. Happy Presidents’ Day. You got me thinking. I’ll try to respond with as much consciousness as I can muster for the task early in the morning of a day off from work, sipping the first of what will be many cups of coffee. Let’s cut to the chase: I don’t know whether I believe in God or not, as you have heard me say many times during our half century of friendship. No doubt you remember me whispering that disclaimer more than once as I sat beside you at Yom Kippur services. What I do know is that thinking about God as you are determined to do—even trying to think about God—brings to the surface a riot of swirling feelings and associations of the sort I spend my professional life helping people to untangle, clarify, and overcome. Maybe in this exchange of letters I can do a bit of that for myself.


    You talked a lot about your father Abraham, but not much about your mother. It was, of course, my father’s death during my first year of college—just before you and I met—that sent me into therapy for the first time and propelled me into my career as a psychiatrist. But it was probably my mother—ever-present, loving, combative, gorgeous, and extremely needy—who furnished much of the content for my own therapy sessions over the years and who nourished the empathy I’ve brought to the sessions I have with my patients. It occurred to me, contemplating your project, that I could not entertain the hope of thinking constructively about “Our Father in heaven” until I had clarified my feelings toward my father, mother, and siblings. I have little patience with philosophers who write as if their command of pure reason is adequate to scale the fortress of truth even though they do not have a clue about why they screamed at their kids or spouse at breakfast. The theology business seems pretty hopeless to me, therefore, though it may shed light on why God becomes so angry with the Children of Israel—no doubt a projection, in part, of our anger with our parents and with Him.


    Really, though, shouldn’t God’s expectations have been lower after prior experience with human beings? He did create us after all. We are what we are. And shouldn’t our expectations be lower, both about what God is likely to do for us and about the chance of knowing much about God? (I assume that at some point in your book you will deal with the issue of the Bible and Jewish prayers using only male pronouns to talk to God or about God. “Father in heaven” language is a real problem, and not only for women. I’m using it in this letter to make the point, from personal experience, that Freud was onto something.)


    Therapy sessions, whether I’m on the couch or by my desk, are humbling when it comes to knowing anything about God. It’s so hard to comprehend ourselves, let alone the universe. This morning an op-ed piece called “Aliens Must Be Out There” appeared in the Times. The first piece of evidence it cites for that claim is that our sun is “one of an estimated 100 billion to 400 billion [stars] in the Milky Way galaxy alone. And the Milky Way is itself just one galaxy among hundreds of billions or perhaps trillions in the observable universe.” The author uses that data to argue that other life shares the universe with us. We’ve talked about this and how we think calculations are cause for sheer terror. Remember the image of the young Woody Allen unable to sleep at night because the sun is due to burn itself up in a few billion years? We laugh at that, uncomfortably, because we share little Woody’s anxiety at some level. The fact of infinity—ungraspable, inconceivable, unimaginable—does not help me feel at home in the universe. It does not help either one of us sleep soundly. Fear and trembling run wild whenever astronomers present their wondrous reports about the universe. What do they do to your attempt at theology?


    I combat the terror by filling my days with reassuring matters such as work and the people who do it alongside me. I’ve felt real gratitude lately for the team of physicians and nurses with whom I spend my days. During the COVID-19 pandemic, they did everything in their power to provide care to patients and their families, despite the odds. There’s so much trauma out there right now and so many good people who go out every day and confront it.


    Acts of service work as an antidote to fear, as does the love we experience when we return home from work. The fact that Becky loves me is barely less inexplicable than the lack of communication between alien beings and earthlings. She loves me despite failings in me that are so obvious no therapy is required to expose them. Remarkably, I manage to love her too, despite those same failings. Add to these wonders the fact that I love our kids with a ferocity that is greater than my anger or my fear and feel a connection to them that science has yet to explain.


    There is a lot in that category, I think; I seem to place more there the older I get. I am sometimes amazed at consciousness itself; the fact that I can sit here on a Monday morning and write these words to you is amazing to me. I’m almost tempted to say that existence itself smacks of miracle, much as I resist that kind of language. But surprise at being here makes it hard to dismiss out of hand the notion of a designing deity, in whom on some days I almost but never quite believe.


    I’ve learned from experience that a threat to the well-being of someone you love can wring belief out of the most confirmed agnostic. It got me to pray last year when Becky was ill. None of us is a mere observer where God is concerned. I seem to always need the divine forgiveness I have ritually prayed for on Yom Kippur year after year. I also seem to need to give things freely to others, including forgiveness, even when that is the very last thing in the world I want to do. This need too, it turns out, is one of the things that puts me in mind of God.


    One more thought about the ultimate mystery before I close. I’ve taken up painting again, and there have been moments—putting paint on canvas and watching a landscape or still life emerge, stroke by stroke—when I have had a sense that there is something in the world resembling wholeness. Why, I do not know. But I feel the same way sometimes—another illusion?—when a particular chord progression that I’ve played on the guitar seems especially haunting, somehow right. The music comes together, and I do too. You were correct in suspecting that I would identify with some of the sensations attributed to Cezanne in the book you gave me for my birthday. I do have a sense of painting as an “instrument of order,” or of a “feeling for harmony.” Your attempt to do theology, Arnie, is perhaps not entirely unlike my attempt to paint something decent. I don’t know if I will ever experience what the Cezanne book called “a mystical immersion in nature’s hidden depths.” Is that what you are wont to call God? It may come, it may not. I will let you know.


    I have to stop now and go to the store, which means putting on a mask for safety’s sake, even after getting the vaccine. The pandemic can either serve as proof for the amazing intelligence of a divine Creator—the virus’ ability to spread and reproduce itself is truly brilliant—or as additional evidence for the already-extensive case against intelligent design. You decide.


    Adam


    from: Josh 
to: Arnie


    Adam shared your theology correspondence with me. The first thing that came to me was a book you and I talked about when we met in college: I and Thou. Martin Buber got me with its opening line—“The world is twofold, in accordance with our twofold attitude toward it”—and held me straight through to the end of the book, despite all the baffling paragraphs about “The Eternal Thou.” You and I pondered those paragraphs for hours without figuring out what they mean. I’ve been holding on to Buber’s sense of what is possible in this world ever since.


     Community has always been one of the most important words in my vocabulary, as it was in Buber’s. I’ve tried to follow Buber’s advice that we focus on what happens between people rather than what goes on inside them. The conviction that “actual life” is given and received in the “relation of an I to a Thou” is probably what caused you, me, and Adam to put so much energy into our friendship ever since. It’s also a major reason I became a doctor; I wanted to practice medicine in a way that addressed the whole person rather than a set of symptoms or a disease. That has become a cliché over the past few decades, but it’s still far from the usual practice where I’ve worked. Much of the good that I think I do for patients comes from the words and eye contact I exchange with them. Do you know what it’s like to tell a patient that his bladder cancer might prove fatal? You don’t rush through a conversation like that. Nor do you hurry when providing assurance that the cancer is treatable. The meds and surgery that I prescribe are not the only remedies that help patients, and their families, heal.


    Life is given and received in this way. I know that for a fact. Buber deserves some of the credit for my knowing it.


    What I don’t know is how this translates into truth, let alone theology. You and I shared I-Thou relationships with our friends. We bonded over shared love for my dog, aware that Buber had written about having an I-Thou relationship with a cat. Neither of us doubts that these connections were profound. (I do not know if human beings have souls. I have no doubt that my dog did.) From time to time, we imagined an I-Thou community of the sort Buber described. We wanted to raise families and work for social justice together, and vowed to stay close no matter what happened. We were serious about this, however naïve it seems today. One by one, though, each of us pursued personal ambitions, romances, and careers after college that ended any chance of us staying together. You were the first to betray the dream; you finished college and went abroad for five years of grad school. You were sheepish about departing from the plan but unapologetic. I eventually came to accept a more realistic I-Thou relationship that, while less intense and fulfilling, was still loving.


    But tell me how you think the “lines of relation extended” can be said to “meet in the Eternal Thou,” as Buber claims. I think I understand how the lines of relation “meet” in some fashion. Love grows despite distance in time or space. The lines joining two people hold firm even if they are broken or blurred. And we know that loving relationships can take a hundred different forms, none of them less or more loving than the others. The lines all “meet” in the sense that they all partake in love, but I’m not sure about the “Eternal Thou” piece. Buber must have had in mind the mathematical truth that parallel lines meet in infinity and I, like Adam, find the concept of infinity to be beyond anything I can grasp. The best I can make of what Buber is saying is that God has everything to do with love. This makes a lot of sense to me.


    It occurs to me as I write this letter that part of what I love about medicine is that real human beings sit opposite me in the examination room—flesh and blood individuals, body, and spirit. No metaphysical abstraction is needed to understand them. No imagination of infinity gets in the way. Just empathy for what ails, threatens and inspires them. I don’t know if the Eternal Thou is present in the room with us, but I do believe there is something sacred in the lines of relationship that bind me to the people who come to me for help. They are suffering, and I can assist them. I also learn from them. This is one of the truest things I know.


    Then there is my newfound passion for photographing birds, which is the most surprising turn my life has taken so far. Nancy began by indulging me, tolerating the obsessiveness I’ve displayed and the thousands of dollars I’ve spent on cameras, but she’s since come around. My love of birds, like other loves, is not easy to explain. I’ll just say that the soaring ospreys you spent hours searching for in Scotland come to rest almost daily in the tallest tree in our backyard. When hummingbirds or blue jays hover at the birdfeeder on the fence outside our window, the delicate perfection of their bodies sometimes brings tears to my eyes. Afterward, I marvel at the images captured in the photographs that I’ve taken and feel both inadequate and grateful—the same way I feel when a patient I’ve become close to makes it through surgery. The lines of relation meet.


    Does God have anything to do with these sensations, or with the intimations of wholeness that Adam said he occasionally feels? You tell me. I’ve lost too many patients, some of them too young, to believe in divine providence, and I’ve read too much science to believe in the Bible’s account of creation. Much remains beyond human understanding and probably always will. Can any credible theology venture there? I count on you to write theology that is credible.


    The “realm of the between,” the “lines of relation”—that is where theology should focus, I think, for I’m sure that is where, if anywhere, God is to be found.


    Love you.


    Josh


    from: Arnie 
to: Adam and Josh


    It’s hard for me to believe that we never really had this conversation before, despite having gone through what close friends face together over 50 years: good, bad, and blissfully ordinary. How many funerals and shivas have we attended? How many bar and bat mitzvahs? (Too few weddings for my liking: the readiness for romantic commitment seems to come even later in 21st-century America than it did for us.) Having the God conversation is not something normal adults do, I guess. The fact that we’re having it now makes me feel connected to you as never before. It also makes me feel a bit lonelier.


    Adam: you confessed that, sitting beside me at Yom Kippur services, you were not always sure that God is out there, let alone that God hears prayers for forgiveness and sometimes answers them. I’ve occasionally had that doubt too (we’ve talked about this, between services), but it usually passes in a matter of days or weeks, and sometimes dissipates during Yom Kippur itself. I’ll try to explain how and why that happens in the chapters that follow this exchange of letters. The words and music somehow invite me to put aside doubt about whether God is there to hear or answer prayer. It helps that many of the most important parts of the Yom Kippur liturgy are sung in three-quarter time. The waltz offers comfort. I sway to it contentedly, as Jews have done for centuries.


    Ironically, my doubt is assuaged by the knowledge that sacred Jewish texts from the Bible to our own day are filled not only with testimonies of faith but with expressions of protest and despair about God’s failure to answer when called upon or to save when needed. These works affirm God’s presence in the world and in all our lives even when they bear witness to God’s distance. “He who speaks,” Buber wrote, “is incomprehensible, irregular, surprising, overwhelming, sovereign.” No “regular contact” with this God can be had “in fixed places and at fixed times.” No “I-Thou” encounter can be relied upon, even on Yom Kippur. There is no surety in anything. That’s the nature of faith. Abraham Joshua Heschel taught this lesson in his book, Man Is Not Alone, which I first read as a teenager. At the end of Chapter Nine, the most pious, learned, and courageous Jew I will ever meet lyrically describes what can only be a personal experience of God’s presence. When you turn the page, you immediately encounter the title of the following chapter, printed in large boldface letters: Doubts. Heschel’s progress from faith to doubt and back again has more than once saved my own faith.


    Witnessing people doing acts of justice and kindness in God’s name has helped sustain me in my periodic struggles with doubt. I’ve held onto those experiences for dear life ever after, fearing they would somehow disappear from memory if I spoke or wrote about them. I have rarely shared them until now even with good friends like the two of you.


    Theology takes shape in moments like these, which interrupt our daily routines and propel us in unforeseen directions. I will try to describe some of those moments and chart the impact they have had on me in the chapters that follow. I will also record the effect of experiences as routine—and spectacular—as those you and Josh have described: staring at a particularly brilliant sunset, for example, or watching birds fly and our kids grow. There won’t be what Buber called “demonstrable assertions” in this book; I have few of these to offer. But I do hope to point toward the “hidden realm of existence” that you too have glimpsed and the sense of rightness or wholeness that you have tried to articulate.
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