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CHAPTER XII

Tae Essence oF Gob

1. An exquisite Oriental fable tells of a sage who had been
meditating vainly for days and weeks on the question, What
is God? One day, walking along the seashore, he saw some
children busying themselves by digging holes in the sand and
pouring into them water from the sea. ‘“What are you doing
there?” he asked them, to which they replied, “We want to
empty the sea of its water.” ‘Oh, you little fools,” he ex-
claimed with a smile, but suddenly his smile vanished in serious
thought. “Am I not as foolish as these children?” he said
to himself. “How can I with my small brain hope to grasp the
infinite nature of God?”

All efforts of philosophy to define the essence of God are
futile. ““Canst thou by searching find out God?” Zophar
asks of his friend Job.! Both Philo and Maimonides main-
tain that we can know of God only that He 4s; we can never
fathom His innermost being or know what He is. Both find
this unknowability of God expressed in the words spoken to
Moses: “If I withdraw My hand, thou shalt see My back
— that is, the effects of God’s power and wisdom — but My
face — the real essence of God — thou shalt not see.” #

2. Still, a divinity void of all essential qualities fails to
satisfy the religious soul. Man demands to know what God
is — at least, what God is to him. In the first word of the

1 Job XTI, 7.

? Ex. XXXIII, 23; Maim.; Vesode ha Torah,1,8,10; Moreh, 1, 21 a; Kauf-

mann, l. ¢., 431; Philo: Mutatio Nom., 2; Vita Mosis, I, 28; Leg. All, I, 29,
and elsewhere. See J. Drummond: Philo Judeus, II, 18-24.
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Decalogue God speaks through His people Israel to the reli-
gious consciousness of all men at all times, beginning, “I am
the Lord, thy God.” This word I lifts God at once above
all beings and powers of the cosmos, in fact, above all other
existence, for it expresses His unique self-consciousness. This
attribute above all is possessed by no being in the world of
nature, and only by man, who is the image of his Maker.
According to the Midrash, all creation was hushed when the
Lord spoke on Sinai, ““7 am the Lord.” ! God is not merely
the supreme Being, but also the supreme Self-consciousness.
As man, in spite of all his limitations and helplessness, still
towers high above all his fellow creatures by virtue of his free
will and self-conscious action, so God, who knows no bounds
to His wisdom and power, surpasses all beings and forces of
the universe, for He rules over all as the one completely self-
conscious Mind and Will. In both the visible and invisible
realms He manifests Himself as the absolutely free Personality,
moral and spiritual, who allots to every thing its existence,
form, and purpose. For this reason Scripture calls Him
“the living God and everlasting King.” 2

3. Judaism, accordingly, teaches us to recognize God,
above all, as revealing Himself in self-conscious activity, as
determining all that happens by His absolutely free will, and
thus as showing man how to walk as a free moral agent. In
relation to the world, His work or workshop, He is the self-
conscious Master, saying “I am that which I am”; in rela-
tion to man, who is akin to Him as a self-conscious rational
and moral being, He is the living Fountain of all that knowl-
edge and spirituality for which men long, and in which alone
they may find contentment and bliss.

Thus the God of Judaism, the world’s great I Am, forms a
complete contrast, not only to the lifeless powers of nature
and destiny, which were worshiped by the ancient pagans,

! Ex. R, XXIX, at the close. 2 Jer. X, 10.







