CHAPTER XV

Gop’s OMNIPRESENCE AND ETERNITY

1. As soon as man awakens to a higher consciousness of
God, he realizes the vast distance between his own finite
being limited by space and time, and the Infinite Being which
rules everywhere and unceasingly in lofty grandeur and un-
limited power. His very sense of being hedged in by the
bounds and imperfections of a finite existence makes him long
for the infinite God, unlimited in might, and brings to him
the feeling of awe before His greatness. But this conception
of God as the omnipresent and everlasting Spirit, as distinct
from any created being, is likewise the result of many stages
of growing thought.

2. The primitive mind imagines God as dwelling in a
lofty place, whence He rules the earth beneath, descending
at times to take part in the affairs of men, to tarry among
them, or to walk with them.! The people adhered largely to
this conception during the Biblical period, as they considered
as the original seat of the Deity, first Paradise, later on Sinai
or Zion, and finally the far-off heavens. It required prophetic
vision to discern that ‘“the heavens and the heavens’ heavens
do not encompass God’s majesty,” expressed also in poetic
imagery that ‘“‘the heaven is My throne and the earth My
footstool.” 2 The classic form of this idea of the divine omni-
presence is found in the oft-quoted passage from Psalm
CXXXIX3

1 Gen. IV, 16; XI, 5; XVIII, 21; XXVIII, 16; Deut. XXVI, 15; Micah

1, 3; see Strauss, L. c., I, 548 f. ’
21 Kings VIII, 27; Isa. LXVI, 1.
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3 See above, Chapter XII, 5.
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3. The dwelling places of God are to give way the moment
His omnipresence is understood as penetrating the universe to
such an extent that nothing escapes His glance nor lies with-
out His dominion.! They are then transformed into places
where He had manifested His Name, His Glory, or His Pres-
ence (“Countenance,” in the Hebrew). In this way certain
emanations or powers of God were formed which could be
located in a certain space without impairing the divine omni-
presence. These intermediary powers will be the theme of
chapter XXXTI. :

The following dialogue illustrates this stage of thought:
A heretic once said sarcastically to Gamaliel II, ““Ye say that
where ten persons assemble for worship, there the divine
majesty (Shekinah) descends upon them; how many such
majesties are there?” To which Gamaliel replied: “Does
not the one orb of day send forth a million rays upon the earth ?
And should not the majesty of God, which is a million times
brighter than the sun, be reflected in every spot on earth?” ?

4. Nevertheless a conception of pure spirit is very difficult
to attain, even in regard to God. The thought of His omni-
presence is usually interpreted by imagining some ethereal
substance which expands infinitely, as Ibn Ezra and Saadia
before him were inclined to do,® or by picturing Him as a
sort of all-encompassing Space, in accordance with the
rabbis.* The New Testament writers and the Church fathers
likewise spoke of God as Spirit, but really had in mind, for
the most part, an ethereal substance resembling light pervad-
ing cosmic space. The often-expressed belief that man may
see God after death rests upon this conception of God as a
substance perceptible to the mind.?

1 Comp. Amos IX, 2; Jer. XXIII, 24. ? Sanh. 39 a.
8 Comp. Kaufmann, 1. c., 70 and 71, notes 130, 131; Strauss, L. c,, I, 551.
1 Makom, see above, Chapter X, 8—¢g; Schechter, dspects, 26 f.
5Luk. 45 b; comp. I Corinth. XIII, 12, based on Ex. XXXIII, 28; Ps.
XVII, 15.
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