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“‘Remember, you can always lean back into God,” pgitaial director told me at a time | needed tanlea
into something. Spiritual direction is relativelgw for Jews, borrowed from a long-establishedtmradn
Catholicism but also hearkening back to the teashele in early Hasidic Judaism. “Lean back i@od,”
| thought to myself. “What the hell does that nf®ar\nd then | leaned back in a chair perfectlyotad
to this suggestion with a high surrounding back] &t the chair and God'’s presence and was coedort

My spiritual director did not make this up, | hadiscovered, but rather was passing on wisdom stie ha
learned. | too now pass this on, and so often wiave said, “Lean back into God,” | can see pesple
shoulders relax, their breathing calm.

Last week | spoke about Israel, overcoming a aedaiount of fear to speak to you honestly about tha
thorny, complicated, deeply felt place. The triadil pillars of Judaism are God, Torah and Israel.
Speaking about Israel feels like a piece of cakepared to talking about God in this place, whenglo
before we wrote a mission statement we understoatdat Kolot Chayeinu — in Kathryn’s memorable
phrase — doubt was an act of faith. | always ustded it to mean that being able to move from ceatepl
disbelief to doubt was itself a leap of faith! Ydre | stand to speak of faith and of God.

A few weeks ago a Kolot member told me she regljyraciated my piece in the Voices issue about the
Sh’'ma. As | was thanking her, she said that hegghfm®rs, who belong to a more traditional shuhe t
area, had told her that they understood that Itdmelieve in God. This seems to be because | duote
“doubt is an act of faith” in an article in the Bd@aper, and spoke about Kolot's wide open damfsebple
of faith, doubt, uncertainty,or disbelief -- sucheasonable mix in an uncertain world. Somehasv th
translated into “the rabbi doesn’t believe in Go&d this sermon is in part a response, or at &ehand
held up to say, “Wait a minute.”

It is also a response to all of you, the seekedsdmubters, the skeptics and yearners | have ntletover
the years who wanted to have some way to thinktaBod that wasn’t what you had learned in Hebrew
school and didn’t require leaving mind or heartibdh

For the record, | do believe in God, though I dahibk belief is the issue. Believing in God isltg a
way of saying “I am willing to swallow this or thedepiction of God that fits with what | believe eddy.”
So for me, for instance, Kolot member Sheila Boekéderful description of God as an electricaldigt
perfectly into my sense of God as enticing, poweend dangerous. “Our father, our King” doesit’sb
well, though last year when | had huge importagtiarents with my own father AND met a real king,
those names fit more easily. Behind the names #sewe sang that glorious music, | could sense a
presence with whom to argue fiercely and beforemitm feel real humility. “Our mother, our queen”
opens a whole different image for me of nurturing gearning, beneficence and distance.

Judaism doesn’t ask for belief so much as recagndind acceptance. Sh’ma, Yisrael, Adonai Elahei
Adonai Ehad. Listen, Israel, the God whose nameam@ot pronounce is our God, and only that One.
What is the proper response to that phrase thaawever and over in worship, at bedtime, befoeditz
Certainly not a philosophic discourse, though thqterfectly appropriate in some conversations abou
God. My answer is “yes.” Yes, | am listening. Yeam a Jew. Yes, the Unpronounceable is my God.
Yes, only. One.



A famous wag once said, “Jews are the people whevieaen at most one God.” With a God you cani se
who has a name you can't say, there is a greathplityfor doubt and disconnection. For me, thigans |
have to stay awake more: Pay more attention tsriel moments and places in which | can sense God’s
presence. The lake in Prospect Park when it sparklearly morning light. Kolot’'s K-1 class sing Ma
Tovu for the first time. Saying the deathbed essfon with someone in the last moments of life.
Contented silence with my beloved. My list canogoand on, and so can yours.

For me to access that list, or take note in the emdm have come to need silence. Last year Etlioff

the radio | used to listen to as soon as | wokangbevery time | got in my car. | miss some ndvesée
days, but | bought myself silence and space in lwhaam sometimes lucky enough to experience Ga. F
me, experiencing God is the question, not whetledieve. In the silence, | find myself singing:
Sometimes whatever we sang here most recenthgdmétimes a perfect prayer for the moment. A @upl
of weeks ago, | was really annoyed at someone wdmjust pushing my buttons. When | got in the car,
into my enclosed silence, | began without thinkinging “Hareini, m’kabelet alai....” the prayer it
which we begin Shabbat morning services that ungesach week to love our neighbor as ourselves.
When | realized what | was singing, and how | hadrbfeeling about that annoying person, | saiddd,G
“OK, | get it — | get the message to love my neighas myself, even this one who is at present th& m
annoying neighbor around.” | didn’t even havedan back.

But what do | lean back into, when | lean back iGimd, which | do somewhat often now that | havenbee
given the possibility? | lean into a sense of pneg, a support made tangible by whatever chair inaat
the moment, a response without voice. Does thisersanse? | have learned how to meditate a kitid,|
am very bad at it, partly because of what the Bigddltall “monkey mind” and partly because | ndesl t
chair back and can't sit up straight for long withd@. | admire those who can sit for hours wittaght
spine. | wonder at those who can live in this wavithout any sense of support beyond family aneifis.
| can’t do that either. | have always leaned oml Gaarting with a child’s human image — that oldmin
the sky — but moving to a larger, less tangiblessasf presence, force, light, darkness — life. Mvhean
back into God, | lean into life, into the force tlgives and takes life, the force that makes me Elehai
neshama she-natata bi t'hora hi — ata barata,edtarya, ata nefakhta bi, v’ata m’shamra b’kirbly God,
the soul you gave me is pure — You created it, Stmaped it, You breathed it into me, and You guard i
within me.

A disgruntled young Jew once called Judaism “amudeh saying no.” It isn’t that any more, not onlg o
men any more and no longer Old Man God, thoughMdd River has a certain appeal. God is the flow of
life, the cleansing, dangerous water in which wedrswim day after day after painful joyful dainto that
water, | lean back and feel its solidity, its fliyd its force. It pushes back, and my back ispsued. God
has my back, and so | can lean.

Now let’s begin at the beginning: Bereishit balahin et ha-shamayim v-et ha-aretz. In the begigni
God created heaven and earth. Isn’'t that how we Blwvays heard the line that begins the Torah? Ye
centuries and reams of commentary tell us thateibbit” — the very beginning — is an oddity, a sga
formulation of the word that means “at the begighior “at first.” So some read it as “When God aeg
to create...”And others see it, midrashically, asttwiisdom God created.”

But then the “God created” part gets interestitigsghould say “Elohim bara,” God created, but gssa

“bara Elohim.” This oddity made the writer of tdehar look deeper, until he saw that there wasaaesp
between “bereishit” and “bara.” Into this spaceshggested we put the life force of the univeise vast
energy we cannot name. Then, with all of this mesmerstanding, we can read, “With wisdom, the life
force created Elohim” -- so that we mere mortalsld have a God we could grasp and try to comprhen



When we pray to Elohim, who is now truly Eloheinow Elohim — we can know that we are praying to a
mere shadow of God, yet still attempt to conneethat lies beyond the shadow.

Barukh ata Adonai Eloheinu melekh ha-olam: Wediarhumility before the breathing heart of the
universe, who allows us to see our needed shadaha@® who encompasses time and space.

We address that shadow God as “ata,” a masculorepn, because our ancestors could only conceige of
masculine God. More recently, feminists have ubedormula “b’rukha at” — blessed are You, femain
form. This debate reminds me of a story a ratldoidw told, of being a child in a classroom taugit b
Rabbi Arnold Jacob Wolf, one of the great fiercddR® social justice rabbis. The rabbi who was then
child declared loudly, as our Kolot children alwalg “I don’t believe in God!” Wolf looked at hifior a
long minute and asked, “What makes you think thattens to God?”

What makes us think it matters to God whether we'lsarukh ata” or “b’rukha at™? It matters deepby
us, and therefore is important to think about anaggle with. But God is beyond gender, beyondyhod
beyond being made in the human image.

God is. And is everywhere, through all time andlirspace.
So what are we doing here on Yom Kippur? To whoemee confessing, to whom pouring out our hearts?

Spiritual direction has taught me that it is cruittetake note of our deepest experiences, toudatie them
and thus to remember them during the long dry spelen we feel no connection to the life force with
and surrounding us. | began spiritual directiojust such a long dry spell, dry and angry, and eased

by the memory of earlier Jews who had prayed apgayers to God and the possibility that | could. tdo
did. And then was able to feel God’s comfortinggance too, the need I'd had beneath the anger.

Yom Kippur is a long session of spiritual directitime and space for us to connect to time andesEac
place and a way to take note and articulate anémdyer our deepest experiences. We strip away color
and taste and smell and move inward, finding aespacallel to the space we create around us on this
holiest of holy days. And there we take note amndsslently and out loud: This is what | loveddahis is
what | hated, and this is what | want to changesayihg it makes it more likely that | will. Simgj it
makes it even more likely that | will remember the@grds, but can sometimes shield us from the defpth
our examination.

It is from that depth that we act, bringing our geation to God into tangible, needed action. Our
ancestors understood this as God’s desire: Gotbwarto feed the hungry? Pay the worker? Free the
captive? We connect to our ancestors and to Gashwie feed the hungry or free the captive — thiwis
Jews for centuries have heard God'’s voice. We Wwhat they heard through their words. But only whe
we can spend time in Yom Kippur’s deep examinatioth honest assessment can we even begin to
imagine moving outward.

Seen in this way, it is hard to blame God for thiags humans do, hard even to blame God for what we
call “acts of God.” God is more verb than nounrenprocess than fixed, more moving river than long
throne or steam bath attendant. Each of us hashtdogce if we want to take it of jumping in thaten and
swimming with it. As Noah Chasek MacFoy remindsdatihis bar mitzvah, there will always be boulders
in that river, but they are either insurmountalidstacles or an opportunity to take a new way aed se
where it gets us. That decision is often up to us.



“This commandment which | command you this daydstno wondrous for you, nor too far away. Itis
not in heaven, that you should say,” Who will gofapus to heaven and bring it down to us, thainasy
do it?’ Nor is it beyond the sea, that you shadg, ‘Who will cross the sea for us and bring oto us,
that we may do it?’ Ki karov eilekha ha-davar mlwfikha uvilvavekha la-asoto — No, it is karov ery
near to you, in your mouth and in your heart, aod gan do it...holding fast to the One who is yofe li
and the length of your days.”

We will read those words tomorrow morning. Tonjdhask only that you hear them, and try to talarth
in.

“This commandment which | command you this daydstno wondrous for you, nor too far away...You
can do it...holding fast to the One who is your &fed the length of your days.”



